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SECRET OF THE DARK HOUSE 


CHAPTER I 


JEAN ABANDONS CRIME 


EAN came hurrying into the dining-room 
and slipped into her chair. Smuff, her pert 
little Boston terrier, established himself as 

usual at her feet under the table. 

‘Who was telephoning you?” demanded Flor- 
rie in a tone of mild interest. 

The Thanksgiving holidays were over and 
Florrie was going back to college, to Jean’s 
secret ‘velief. Flo’s several years of seniority 
made her look down on Jean and patronize her. 
She was eighteen and very pretty and interested 
in little besides boys and clothes. Jean thought 
she was silly, and Flo treated Jean like a child 
—they had nothing in common. 

“Tt was,Gee-gee Horton,” Jean responded to 
her question; “she wanted me to come over and 
play ping-pong to-night. I told her I couldn’t.” 

“But, dear child,” her mother. remonstrated, 
“this is the last night of vacation and so you 
could stay until ten o’clock. I thought you and 


Virginia were such friends!” 
I 
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“She giggles,” Jean replied, covering her un- 
eaten carrots with a half-slice of bread—‘‘she’s 
silly—she’s movie-crazy!” 

“Hey, hey!” Jack turned in his place beside 
her so suddenly that Jean jumped guiltily. 
Jack would never give her away about the car- 
rots, though. He was very understanding and 
he and she were good pals, although he was 
pretty old—twenty-three! Jean was sorry that 
he, too, was going back to school to-night. 

“Why so suddenly scornful of the Cinema?” 
he demanded. “I thought you were crazy about 
that gang-war picture I took you to yesterday— 
and why high-hat the harmless Gee-gee?” 

“T’m not, but I’m tired of hearing her talking 
about sappy sweet pictures. And I want to finish 
my book to-night. Celeste brought home two 
new ones and I can’t wait to get at them!” 

Celeste, another sister, who was twenty, 
worked in the town’s one book-shop—a delight- 
ful place, Jean thought! 

“T would rather you would play more and not 
read so much, dear!” her mother admonished. 

“What are the books, daughter?” her father 
inquired, “Little Women, perhaps, or Lord 
Fauntleroy?” 

“T wish they were,” complained Jean’s mother, 
who did not seem to realize that these were mod- 
ern days; “I think they would be so much nicer 
than these that Celeste brings her from the lend- 
ing-library. I may be old-fashioned, but I can- 
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not understand how a child her age can enjoy a 
book called, The Lure of the Rajah’s Ruby!” 

Jack shouted with laughter. 

“So that’s your absorbing novel is it, kid—all 
murder and stabbings in the dark and one-eyed 
Chinamen hissing vengeance! I bet the books 
Celeste brought home to you are Lime House 
Lester and The Escape of the Music-Hall 
Queen. I saw them on the library table and I 
couldn’t believe that a member of my staid fam- 
ily would have a taste for such lurid literature! 
I thought one of Flo’s lovers had left them here 
and then been ashamed to claim them.” 

“Celeste, dear, I wish you wouldn't.” 

Jean’s mother’s attention was half on the ice- 
ksx cookies which Greta was bringing in with 
the custard, and which were in hard, queer, un- 
even shapes. 

Dad laughed teasingly. 

“Tmagine my Baby reading all about Crime— 
what a great big girl she is getting to be!—Here, 
Smuffie!” 

Dad would feed Smuff under the table and the 
others all said that he spoiled Jean, too. She 
hotly denied the spoiling, but she did wish that 
he would treat her as if she were a little older 
than Smuff! He seemed to forget that even if 
there is a baby in the family for a long time, 
that sometime she does grow up! 

And there was a real baby in the family, too! 
It belonged to Marian, the eldest of them all. 
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who had been married for two years and lived 
in a delightful little house on the outskirts of 
their little town. The baby’s name was William, 
after his father, but every one called him 
Tweedles. Jack had given him the nickname 
and Jack was responsible, too, for naming Smuff. 
Jack had brought him, a tiny six-weeks old 
puppy to Jean for a present, two years before, 
-and she had wanted to give him a very nice and 
appropriate name. All the regular dog-names 
seemed too big and dignified for the rollicking 
pup. Celeste had consulted all the dictionaries, 
and Flo had even written from college to sug- 
gest that he be called To-to after the dog of a 
famous movie-star, but Jean wanted something 
more original. 

“He knows what his name is,” Jack assured 
Jean gravely, “make him tell you!” 

Jean was flopping him around on his back and 
the fat little wriggling ball was making baby 
attempts to growl as Jean asked him: 

“What’s your name, little dog, h’m? ‘Tell 
Jean your name!” 

His escaping breath blew out his heavy over- 
hanging upper lip and his first bark attempted 
to be heard—Smuff!’—was the result, and in 
a very few days he answered to the name, just 
as Jack had said! 

Jack was very clever and so handsome, and his 
opinions were law and gospel to Jean. When 
the whole family were together, unless Jack were 
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present she never listened to their conversation 
but lost herself in day-dreams or thought about 
the book she was reading. Jack, however, was 
worth listening to, so now Jean put all her at- 
tention on him as he said: 

“One of our profs is liable to go into a fit some 
day when he talks about crime stories and pic- 
tures—does he hate them! He blames everything 
on them from the latest murder to interna- 
tional debts! He says that a criminal is re- 
garded too often as a hero, when he is only a 
poor sport who cheats society and then whines 
when he gets caught at it. Like what’s-his-name, 
he thinks the only good criminal is a dead 
criminal! 

Jean felt resentful, for that was only one side 
of the case. Many criminals in the books were 
men who revenged themselves on society for 
some terrible wrong that had been done them. 
They were always clever and athletic and un- 
happy and they always gave up crime in the end. 
Sometimes the hero was some one who stole to 
help an invalid mother when he could get no 
work, or avenged some helpless girl who had 
had her fortune stolen from her, or killed the 
representative from some wicked government. 
Jean demanded: 

“Jack, couldn’t there be a good criminal like 
—well, like Robin Hood, who robbed the rich to 
help the poor?” 

“And who was he, that he could decide that 
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questionr” Jack retorted. ‘“That’s for the Law to 
decide!” 

Jean gave in. Jack was studying law, so of 
course he should know what was right and what 
was wrong! She said as much. 

“He ought to!” teased Dad, “but does her 
And would it make any difference to him if he 
did?” 

‘Jean flushed with anger, but her father 
changed the subject by adding: 

“And now let Baby and me have some more 
chocolate custard to sweeten our little disposi- 
tions—may we, Mother dear?” 

“Tf you won’t put half of it on the floor for 
Smuff—T know your tricks and your manners!’ 
Jacky-boy, another dishe” 

“No, thanks,” Jack replied, rising, “and [ll 
be excused, if I may. I have a heavy date and I 
must be slipping along.” He rumpled: Jean’s 
soft brown hair as he passed her. ‘“‘Give up the 
life of crime, kid! You'll find it don’t pay—sell 
that gun and turn to the right!” 

Jack was joking, for he had no idea that Jean 
really had a gun. It was only a cigarette-case 
from the dime-store but it looked real from a 
distance and she also had a mask and a flash- 
light. It must really be a thrilling thing to be 
a criminal, she thought! She was alone in the 
library and as she stood looking down into the 
fire which burned in the grate, she visioned her- 
self—watching the house she had marked from 
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the shadow of a big tree—all is quiet and dark— 
a moonless night—she steals to the house—noise- 
lessly opens a window—enters! All is still, so 
still that you can hear.the ticking of a clock— 
good! She swirls her flashlight quickly around 
the room, holding her gun ready for instant 
action—no one! Now for the pearls! Her deft 
fingers twirl the combination—36—33—right 
—three turns left—again—aha, the safe opens. 
That leather box contains the pearls—how they 
sparkle in the light of her flash—no, no—pearls 
don’t sparkle—they gleam; how they gleam in 
the light of the flash! Out the window again— 
my car waits beyond the hedge—as I reach it, 
lights spring up all over the house—the jewels 
have been missed! I am followed! Faster and 
faster into the night—one hand on my wheel, the 
other on my gun—will they catch me? No, I 
will turn back on this old side road and baffle 
them—aha, they have gone! I am safe! And 
now to restore the pearls to the poor widow they 
were stolen from— 

It was a gorgeous pretending, but Jack did not 
approve of criminals, even good ones, so it was 
better not to plan to be one any more. It might 
be just as exciting to be a detective, and you 
would be having the fun and doing what was 
tight, too! To-morrow, Jean determined, she 
wild have Celéste bring her detective-stories, 
and.she would alter her day-dreams, too. It 
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would be fun to be a real detective—too bad 
Smuff wasn’t a blood-hound! 

“No, you nice ]i’l doggie—I didn’t mean it— 
you’re just perfect as you are—I wouldn’t change 
you for the world! Go on and get your harness 
and we’ll have a run before I go to bed!” 

Just then the telephone rang and Celeste an- 
swered it. . 

“Jean, it’s Gee-gee again; she says she has 
made some of the grandest fudge! Don’t you 
want to go over?” 

“No,” Jean replied with aloof scorn, “I’m 
tired of fudge and I’m tired of girls—they bore 
me—they’re so unexciting!” 


CHAPTER II 


THE MYSTERIOUS GIRL 


“ OO-HOO! Jee-yan!”’ 
\ That was Gee-gee, calling for Jean the 
next morning to go to school. Jean 
grabbed her books, then ran back to snatch two 
apples from the breakfast-table and was down 
the front steps in two bounds. The impetus she 
gained made it impossible to stop before cata- 
pulting into Gee-gee, who was just coming 
through the gate. Both girls giggled violently 
after they caught their breaths; then Jean 
handed over an apple to Gee-gee, who accepted 
it gladly. Gee-gee never bore a grudge, but if 
she had, the offer of any kind of food would have 
smoothed it out; she ate food at all hours and 
still remained so skinny that Jack nicknamed 
her, “Mahatma Gee-gee.” 

“Why’n’t you come over last night? Celeste 
said your mother said you could!” she accused 
Jean when the apple was finished and they were 
well along their way to Laurelton School. 
Laurelton was an old and famous school and 
there was always a long waiting-list of girls who 
wanted to enter. A girl who finished there was 
all ready for College and also well-prepared for 
any other line she cared to follow. Every girl 
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was required to have a knowledge of music and 
drawing and the rest of the fine arts as well as 
a thorough course in every essential branch of 
study—there were no elective courses and only 
serious reasons could change the curriculum for 
anybody—athletics and gymnasium were in- 
cluded in the courses, too. 

“Got your essay written?” Gee-gee demanded 
as they swung into the road leading to the school. 

“Yes, but it’s no good—I wrote it in a hurry 
this morning—I stayed up till midnight last 
night reading in my room—then I was almost 
too scared to sleep! I hate essays, though—dry 
as dust old things—I hate English this semester. 
—Lamb and Johnson and those old prunes—I 
don’t see why we have to study them.” 

“Well, I hate school anyway—all but gym- 
class and drawing: I wonder if Merrill Low- 
ney’s place will be filled to-day—she’s moved 
away, you.know. Say, Jean, will you look at 
all the cars this morning! I wish we had a 
chauffeur that would drive me to school!” 

“T don’t!” Jean contradicted loyally: “TI like 
to walk to school. If Dad wanted a chauffeur 
he’d have one but he likes to drive his own car 
himself! We live so near, anyway, it would be 
silly to drive; look how far a lot of these girls 
have to come!” 

Girls came to Laurelton from. small towns 
and villages as far as twenty miles away; it 
was a day-school and the pupils were required 
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to lunch there. The entrance at this time of the 
morning presented a lively scene; cars were 
driving up and girls were jumping out of them 
and others were arriving on foot—there were 
gay greetings after the vacation and the pas- 
senger of every arriving car joined some par- 
ticular group as soon as she arrived. 

“Look!” Gee-gee called Jean’s attention to a 
little girl who had just gotten out of a large 
shining town-car. She had not moved from the 
spot where she had alighted but was looking at 
the chattering, laughing groups of girls in a 
dazed, lost fashion. The car had driven up and 
stopped abruptly; the chauffeur kad reached 
back and opened the door without dismounting, 
and as soon as the girl had gotten out he had 
driven off at once, leaving her standing there 
alone. 

She was a conspicuous figure and Jean decided 
at once that the new girl’s lifted chin and air of 
conscious superiority made her look like a visit- 
ing princess. Like a princess, too, she was 
dressed regally in a bright blue velvet coat with 
a heavy white fox collar and a blue beret which 
drooped a white plume most picturesquely over 
her left shoulder. She hesitated a moment, 
looked haughtily about, then entered the big 
entrance-door and vanished. 

Gee-gee giggled. 

“Ho, ho! Won’t the Queen of Hollywood get 
hers, though! Imagine Miss Pridgett’s face 
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when she sees that outfit!) Well, by-by, Jean— 
I got fifteen minutes’ practice at the pianny to 
make up from last week before classes start!” 

Jean’s romantic imagination kept her from 
scofiing at the lovely girl as Gee-gee had. That 
girl was different from the rest of them, any one 
could see that! 

Later in the morning, Jean passed her in the 
long hall and saw that the girl, though about her 
own age, was smaller and very frail-looking. 
She was fair and her hair, which was a true gold 
in color, hung almost to her shoulders, curling 
up naturally on the ends. Her eyes were a blue 
that seemed to match the dress she was wearing. 
It was as dramatic as her coat had been, a velvet 
of the same shade with very fine lace collar and 
cuffs and she wore white-silk socks and patent- 
leather strap-slippers like a small child. 

As she stood there, hesitating, evidently not 
knowing which corridor to turn into for her next 
class, Jean advanced helpfully: 

“Hello! Where do you want to gor” 

The new girl looked at her, startled, then ab- 
ruptly turned and hurried down the corridor 
to the right. Jean was on her way to the history 
class in another wing, so she had no time to pur- 
sue her even if she had had the inclination. If 
the new girl was so haughty that she could not 
speak even, then let her find her own way! 

Jean encountered Gee-gee in the garden after 
luncheon. 
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“Say, that new kid,” began the slangy Vir- 
ginia, ‘“‘she’s the one that takes Merrill Lowney’s 
place in our drawing-class and is she dumb! She 
just sits there looking scared and she doesn’t 
know how to draw a line; they are starting her 
in a special class so she won’t have to be with the 
teenies—but she should care about that! Do you 
know what class she’s in? Yes—only sixth class 
—at her age!” 

“She went home at noon,” Jean contributed 
her gossip, “alone in that same car; the same 
chauffeur called for her and she looked so little, 
all alone in that big car—like Cinderella in the 
pumpkin after the ball—sort of frightened and 
different! Like a little, lost Princess!” 

Gee-gee indulged in ribald laughter. 

“Here—have a caramel—that’ll make you 
human, maybe. She’s a little lost dumb-bell if 
you ask me. You're crazy, Jean, always making 
things seem as if they were something in a book 
—oh, there goes the fifteen minute bell—see you 
after school!” 

However, Jean did not wait for Gee-gee in 
their accustomed. meeting-place under an old 
oak across from the school, but took a position 
to watch the sixth class as they poured out from 
their study-hall. There was no little White 
Princess among them—she had not come back 
to school! 

Jean hurried across the road, where Gee-gee 
was impatiently waiting; Jean was absent- 
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minded while Gee-gee babbled about the day’s 
happenings; Gee-gee never cared whether any 
one listened or even answered her intelligently, 
for she liked to talk just for the sake of talking. 

Jean was absorbed in thinking about the 
White Princess; she was so different from every 
other girl in the school, and she seemed so timid 
‘and strange—exotic, was the word! Why had 
she not come back to school in the afternoon? 
Had something happened that morning to dis- 
please her? Would she ever come back? 
Where did she liver It must be some distance, 
for she came in a car; why had not some of her 
family come with her that first day, especially 
as she was so timid? Why.didn’t the chauffeur, 
at least, show a little interest in her: Blands’ 
chauffeur was just like a big brother to the chil- 
dren. This one had just looked stiffly ahead— 
yet if he was so formal, why didn’t he dismount 
and open the door for the Princess? It certainly- 
seemed queer! 

Nearing home, Gee-gee grew impatient. 

“Fey, wake up! You haven’t said a word for 
about forty-seven miles; after we get something 
to eat, will you come roller-skating?” 

“Yes,” responded Jean, “let’s! The sidewalk 
has been fixed down that new side-street and it’s 
slick! Come on in and eat with me—we’ve got 
lots of milk and some ice-box cookies left from 
last night, I’m pretty sure; they don’t look 
good but they taste all right. Celeste made them 
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and Celeste isn’t much good at cookies; now you 
take Marian, she makes swell ones—almost as 
good as Mother!” 

As soon.as the front door shut behind them, 
Jean called up the stairs: 

“Mother, ’m home! Can Gee-gee and I have 
some milk and things?” 

“Certainly, darling.’ Her mother’s voice 
sounded muffled and Jean remembered the 
dressmaker was there to-day. Mrs. Ray con- 
tinued. “I’m being fitted and I can’t come 
down, so tell Greta I said to give you what you 
want. But don’t touch the cake—it’s for 
dinner!” 

“O.K.,” called back Jean, and led the way to 
the big kitchen where each was supplied with a 
big beaker of milk and where Gee-gee at once 
attacked the queer- -looking cookies. 

“That old dressmaker is here,” complained 
Jean, “and now I’! have to stand and stand while 
she pins me up one side and down the other. I 
wish I was a boy and could get everything all 
made just like everybody else.” 

“I'd like to be a boy, anyway,” Gee-gee 
agreed, “but heck, I don’t know-——we have a lot 
of fun anyway, even if we are girls: hurry up 
and get your skates out—it’ll be getting dark 
soon!” 

Jean burrowed head first into the hall-closet 
and emerged with just one skate. 

“T don’t know where the other is, Gee—I had 
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this one running it around the floor for.Tweedles 
—oh, hello, Celeste, are you home already?” 

“No!” Celeste retorted, flinging her hat on 
the couch, “I’m still down at the shop and this 
is my ghost. Any mail for me to-day, child?” 

“T don’t know. I didn’t look; what’s the 
book, Celeste?” . 

“Tt’s a detective story I brought for you to 
read—you asked me to pick a good one and they 
say this is a thriller! Oh, hello, Mamma—how’s 
the new dress-lady? Did I get any mail?” 

Jean quickly concealed the book under a cush- 
ion; her mother might ask about it and take it 
away, if she found that Jean had not yet started 
it. Her father insisted that when one had started 
a book it was “wanton cruelty” not to be allowed 
to finish a story, and if Jean was half-way 
through a book, her mother always yielded. 

“Come on, lazy-bones!” 

Gee called from the front walk; she had gone 
home for her own skates and now stood teetering 
dangerously on the curb-stone. ‘“Aren’t you 
ever coming? Hurry up!” 

Jean ran to quiet her shrieks. 

“Listen, Gee—I’m not coming. I’ve got a 
new book I want to read. Go get Millie Hart- 
way; she just got home from school.” 

Gee-gee hurried off, not without loud protests, 
and Jean silently retrieved her book and sped 
to her own room. She lay face down on the bed 
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and opened the book; the beginning fascinated 
her: 

“Tn the middle of a lonely moor, a house 
stood; a lonely house not inhabited for as long 
as any one in the village could remember.” 

The story continued with a mysterious blonde 
girl who was imprisoned in the strange house. 
Then it turned to the wonderful escapades of a 
young man named Thorne Walters—whom Jean 
immediately visioned as looking just like Jack. 
He turned up always just in time to save the 
lovely heroine from the. plots of the Black 
Monster. He was always talking about clues, 
so Jean knew that he was a detective. Jean 
hoped that eventually he would save the Icvely 
heroine forever from the clutches of the terrible 
creature known as the Black Beast. Just as he 
saved her from one danger, another peril opened, 
the girl was torn from him and new terrors beset 
her. Then by some unexplained means Thorne 
Walters would hear of her peril and rush to her 
rescue again! 

Jean read on breathlessly, skipping the long 
words and skimming over all the descriptions; 
the heroine was exactly like the White Princess 
who had been at school that day! Older, of 
course, but otherwise, the very image! Maybe 
the Princess was in the clutches of a Black 
Monster who threatened her with death or tor- 
ture if she gave away his secret! She certainly 
had logked scared to death! And: she was so 
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white and so pretty and so beautifully dressed! 

Jean seemed all of a sudden to find herself 
walking down a dim hall—a shadowy figure 
moved closer and some unknown creature was 
holding her back by the skirts when she tried to 
run. She could not scream—she was choking— 
being choked—and woke up to find that she had 
fallen asleep and almost smothered in the folded 
blanket which had -been under her elbows as she 
read. Smuff was tugging at her skirts which 
accounted for the rest of the dream; he had been 
sent to tell her to come down fordinner. 

“Celeste,” she began, when, with her face and 
hands bathed, her wild hair smoothed and her 
crumpled frock replaced with a fresh one, she 
had come into the dining-room preceded by the 
useful Smuff, “I just had a nightmare: I ate six 
of your cookies, that was why! I bet Gee-gee 
will die—she ate about fourteen!” — 

It seemed empty at the dinner-table without 
Jack and then, too, Flo’s empty place made a 
difference, even though she hardly counted, “For 
when Flo is home she is never home,” as Jack 
had said! It had made a big hole when Marian 
had gone two years before and now with just 
four of them at the table, Mother looked a little 
lonely. 

They were hardly through the salad when they 
heard a cheery, “Hello, family!” at the dining- 
room door, and there was Marian with the sleep- 
ing Tweedles in her arms and Bill behind her, 
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grinning his nice cheerful smile. That was just 
Jike Marian; she knew Mother would be lone- 
some to-night, so had brought over the ever- 
appealing Tweedles to cheer the atmosphere. 
Marian was a perfect peach! 

After his grandmother had held him for 
awhile, they let Jean carry him up to bed and 
she was thrilled at the honor; she was seldom 
allowed to do anything for Tweedles since the 
time she had forgotten him in his tub, when 
Marian left her in charge while she went to the 
store. Jean had suddenly caught sight of the 
book she had been reading when she went to get 
his talcum, had stood reading for just a moment, 
had forgotten the passage of time and had left 
him too long in the tub and he had caught a little 
cold. So this was a sign at last of forgiveness! 

Jean carried the baby very carefully and 
Smuff attended her watchfully. He had an in- 
tense curiosity about babies; when they were out 
walking, he rose on his hind legs and inspected 
the occupant of any baby-carriage they hap- 
pened to pass, Jean wondered if he thought they 
were kittens, because they squealed sometimes at 
the sight of him, but he never lost his interest in 
them, whatever the reason. Tweedles usually 
laughed at the first sight of him and wanted to 
grab his tail; so Smuff kept a safe but admiring 
distance. 

Presently Marian came up to see that all was 
well. She and Bill were going to have her old 
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room that still was unoccupied except when they 
came home; they had taken Jean’s old crib-bed 
out of the attic for Tweedles; it was funny to 
think that once she was small enough to have 
slept in a bed like that! 

Jean watched Marian put everything in order 
for the night. Marian was closer to Jean than 
her two other sisters and to Marian she gave her 
confidences. Usually she preferred to think 
things out for herself, first, but as long as Marian 
was here she decided to tell her about the White 
Princess. 

Marian was interested and sympathetic: 

“Who do you suppose she is?” 

She folded the coverlet of the bed for the 
night and got out an extra blanket. 

“T don’t know,” Jean answered in a somber 
voice; she sat looking out of the casement win- 
dow which was half-open. The hedge back of 
the house made a brooding shadow against the 
dark sky and the trees empty of leaves seemed 
to stretch skeleton hands upward in protest. 
Looking out at the eerie night, it was easy to 
imagine many reasons for the white little girl’s 
unhappiness. 

“T believe she is in the power of some wicked 
man and cannot escape.” Jean was intent only 
on her own words and the night sky. “She looks 
so frightened! I think she is a princess or the 
child of some very rich man that has been kid- 
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naped and hdd for ransom! She is threatened 
with terrible danger and is liable—” 

“To fall out the window!” 

Jean was dipped suddenly out the window and 
squealed with fright although she realized al- 
most at once that it was only Bill teasing her. 
She was after him at once, tickling him on the’ 
back of the neck which was very susceptible and 
they made so much noise that Tweedles woke 
up. Marian banished them both to the hall and 
shut the door firmly after them. 

They began to descend the back-stairs which 
were pitch-dark. Half-way down, Jean stopped, 
petrified with fright—there was some one 
hunched and menacing standing at the foot of 
the stairs! “What’s that?” she whispered 
hoarsely, clinging terrified to Bill, who roared 
with laughter and dashed down the rest of the 
stairs, opening the kitchen-door and letting the 
light stream in—it was the broom, with Greta’s 
apron flung over the top! 

“Tt looked like a hunch-backed man, lurking 
there to trap us!” Jean tried to explain her fear, 
annoyed at Bill’s laughter. 

“You're too nervous, girl!” he scolded. “A 
kid of your age ought not to be imagining things 
like that; you read too many crook stories. You 
want to cut it out before it gets you!” 

“Oh, yeah?” Fortunately neither Mother nor 
Idad was around to hear that! “What do you 
think I should read—the Elsie Books?” 
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Bill didn’t give her away though, when they 
returned to the library, but Jean wondered how 
she could get back to her detective story. When 
Marian and Bill were here, she couldn’t go right 
up to her room and Mother would have a fit if 
she saw the book. Jean went into the hall to get 
another small log for the fire and she saw a 
magazine sticking out of Bill’s pocket. On the 
cover was the picture of a man holding a gun 
at the head of a masked figure and it was named, 
Bart Catches the Flipper!!! 

Jean slipped the magazine inside a copy of 
Girl Queens of History, and took it to the 
library couch where she finished three of the 
stories before her mother told her it was time 
to go to bed. a 

She kept the volume under her arm while she 
said good-night and when she was safely in the 
hall slipped the magazine back into Bill’s 
pocket. Now Jean knew how she could get the 
stories she wanted without even Celeste knowing 
about it! A ten-cent magazine! It would be 
so easy to hide in her own room and then no one 
could have anything to say. They were all so 
critical of everything she read; it was silly to: 
think that detective stories would do her any ‘ 
more harm than they did Bill, though he read: 
them on the sly himself, for Marian wanted him’, 
to read about current events and literature all 
the time. Jean resented their patronage; shed 
thought she would like to become a detective 
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herself—then every one could see that the stories 
were really helpful! v 

‘From her room, she heard Smuff’s ecstatic 
barking below and knew that Bill was going to 
take him for a walk. Jean shivered and wished 
that he wouldn’t for it seemed dangerous to walk 
on the dark street in front of their house this 
late at night—and such a dark night! Suppose 
Bill should be held up! The bandits might 
shoot Smuff—or even steal him and hold -him 
for ransom! Jean leaned out of her window 
and whistled and Smuff came racing joyously 
back, and Bill turned and came slowly back 
after him, 

Jean was relieved. Their little city seemed 
full of menace and danger—no city was too 
small to harbor criminals! 

Smuff came wagging his whole body in joy at 
their-reunion and Jean prepared contentedly for 
bed. 

Before she went to sleep, though, she thought 
again of the White Princess; why did she look 
so white and frightened? What danger threat- 
ened her? What mystery surrounded her? 
Jean turned over on her pillow and decided that 
she, herself, would like to turn detective, solve 
the mystery and rescue the White Princess! 


CHAPTER III 
THE PRINCESS DANCES 


‘N the rush to get.ready fof school the next 
I morning, Jean completely forgot het plan. 
She had lingered too long with the fascinat- 
ing Tweedles and she had to run three blocks 
or she would have been late. She remembered 
_it all later, for on going into the Art Room for 
her class, she encountered the Special Beginners 
Class just leaving. 

Eleanor and Irene Hawley, who had fallen 
behind in all their studies because they were ill 
so often, came out first and were followed by 
Julia Dawson, a girl who came from another 
school and had had no drawing-lessons at all. 
She caught up with the other two and the trio 
went off, chatting in whispers and laughing to- 
gether. 

Jean supposed that all the class had left the 
room and was about to enter, when another girl, 
who obviously had waited for the others to leave 
before she ventured out, came into the corridor. 
She was the new girl, with blonde curls tied 
back as was the school regulation. She wore the 
dark-green school-uniform with cream-colored 
linen collars and cuffs, and low-heeled brown 
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oxfords and long light-brown stockings, but evea 
dressed like them, she looked different from the 
other girls. 

It was the little White Princess, still pale, still 
unsmiling. She walked straight past Jean as if 
she had not even seen her and vanished in the 
Sixth Class study hall, just across the corridor. 

Jean’s class was sketching from life and to-day 
was her turn to be the model. She wished that 
the girls did not have to sketch her in that simple 
school dress. If she had had her way, she would 
have worn a violet velvet robe with a flowing 
over-mantle of green, with her hair in rich 
masses over her shoulders. The heroine in the 
last story had worn a hostess gown like that in the 
first chapter; it must have gotten awfully in the 
way when -the hero lifted her through the trap- 
door in the roof—and long hair—Jean tried to 
think what she would look like with really long 
hair—not this half-grown crop that she had to 
tie back with an Alice-in-Wonderland ribbon 
even when she was at home, to keep it out of her 
eyes. If she only had luxuriant long hair and 
was wearing a wonderful robe like the heroine 
wore when the hero first saw her in the window 
of a pent-house gazing sadly out over the roofs 
and spires of the city!. If only her portrait could 
be painted— 

“Jean!” The art teacher who thought of her- 
self as a humorist brought her sharply to reality. 
“T wish you would get a human expression on 
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your face. The girls do not desire to call their 
picture of you, ‘Portrait of a Dying Fish!” 

Jean blushed as every one else giggled; it was 
cruel to make fun of her when she was on a plat- 
form like this with every one looking at her! 
She’d tell. Dad when she got home and have that 
old Miss Grocky fired! Daddy always took her 
part, although Mother was apt to say that things 
like this were good discipline; the funny thing 
was that Jack almost always agreed with her 
mother |! 

She remembered the advice Jack had given 
ner that time when Netcher Kenton, a boy of the 
‘neighborhood, had said she had a nose like a 
peanut. . 

“Be a good sport.” Jack had patted her on 
the back. “Don’t ever let any one know they can 
‘get you’ like that and then they have no weapon 
to use against you. And don’t take any one per- 
son’s opinion too seriously, and. be sure that. any 
opinion you do take seriously is given by some 
one who knows what he is talking about. 
Now I think you have-a very nice nose as noses 
go; anyway at your age, don’t start thinking too 
much about how you look or you’ll grow up to 
be a fluff-head like Flo. Be a good sport, kid; 
be bigger than the guy that hit you!” 

Remembering this, Jean took her next pose 
in the big chair, eyes level and head held high 
and even a little smile on her lips. Miss Grocky 
laughed again:: 
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“And now we have a portrait of Marie An- 
toinette disdaining the mob! Good for you 
though, Jean. I’m sorry I teased you. Hold 
that pose—you pose very well—one minute more 

-catch the swing of this line, girls—shoulder ‘to 
the knee—very graceful ; now you can rest, Jean. 
Thank you.’ 

Jean left this class with mingled emotions. 
ITad Miss Grocky really meant what she said 
or had she said it just to get the expression she 
wanted on Jean’s face? If she meant it and if 
Jean was so good at posing as Miss Grocky said, 
why maybe she should go in the movies! It 
started a new train of thought. 

The next period was a short breathing- space 
in the school 'yard—an unbreakable school rule. 
Gee-gee was racing in a circle chasing another 
shouting girl, but when she saw Jean she came 
over to her, demanding: 

“Got any of that butter-scotch we bought this 
morning? Oh, thanks—how did you happen to 
torget to eat ite” 

Gee-gee helped herself liberally from the ex- 
tended bag as Jean spoke indistinctly from her 
candy-filled mouth. 

“T. forgot—I got thinking—Gee-gee, did you 
cver think about going in the movies?” 

“Sure! And I’m going to go when I’m 
eighteen; you’re of age when you're eighteen 
and then you can do anything you want. My 
dad says I’d be swell playing the part of a 
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mosquito—”’; Gee-gee laughed uproariously. 


“Why—why’d you ask me?” 

‘Well, I’m going to go,’ ’ Jean confided, “but 
Pm going to ask Dad if I can’t go right away.” 

“Ugh-ugh,” Gee-gee contradicted with. the 
eandor of an old friend, “you wouldn’t be any 
good and neither would I, yet. You have to be 
just terribly pretty, you know, and we’re not. 
I’m going to be pretty though when J grow up. 
—-Aunt Ellen says so—I look just like her when 
she was my age. But listen—oh, boy, is that new 
kid pretty! PH say! But she’s so crazy about 
herself she won’t talk to any one. If you speak 
to her she sort of jumps and then hurries away. 
She can’t high-hat me, though—she can go and 
jump in the lake—let her stay by herself all she 
wants! There’s the bell!” ~ 

Gee-gee’s long lean legs made flying leaps in 
the air as she hurried back to her class—just 
plain running couldn’ t exhaust her energy fast 
enough! 

Jean’s next class was esthetic and gymnastic 
dancing and as the rest of the girls gathered at 
the sound of the bell, one figure held all Jean’s 
attention as she entered. In the short, full black 
skirt and white waist and the cross-ribboned 
ballet-slippers that were worn in this class, with 
her bright hair hanging again around her face 
and her blue eyes shining in anticipation, the 
little White Princess looked happy for the first 
time since Jean had seen her. 
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She was in the row just in front of Jean. The 
class began. 

“Qne-two-three-point—” the teacher began 
the simple preliminary step for the new dance 
they were learning. They had had the begin- 

-ning before vacation and now were again going 
over it all in detail. That should be a help to 
the new girl! Then Jean noticed that instead 
of stumbling over the steps after the teacher, the 
new pupil seemed to anticipate them—she was 
doing them before the teacher had finished step- 
ping out the diagram! 

As they began the step slowly with the music. 
-—one-two-three-four — turn — two-three-four— 
Jean was so intent on watching the Princess’s 
steps that she forgot to turn at the signal. As the 
other girl then turned, Jean caught the expres- 
sion on her face—it was a scornful and con- 
temptuous smile! 

Jean could hardly dance herself, so intent was 
she on-the girl in front of her; how she could 
dance! 

When the others turned in the pirouette, bal- 
ancing with difficulty, she rose swiftly, surely, 
to the very tips of her toes, balanced there easily 
and then completed the turn with a sure move- 
ment of quick grace. The order was given to 
raise the right leg to the right and up; this girl’s 
rose swiftly and smoothly above her head. Ina 
flash, after giving a quick look at the girls in 
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front of her and on either side, she lowered her 
leg to the same level as theirs. 

Jean knew she was not showing off, for the 
Princess watched the others constantly and 
seemed to try to subdue her grace and skill to 
the more awkward bendings and turnings of the 
others. 

The new girl was given to Jean as a partner 
in the Ace of Diamonds. Jean tried in vain to 
catch her eye as they clapped hands together and 
danced around each other, but the other girl 
went through the form indifferently, with no 
interest in the dance and less in her partner. 
She was quick and agile but conspicuous no 
longer in any way. 

She did not join any of the chattering groups 
during the five-minute recess, but went to a far 
corner of the room and busied herself tightening 
the ribbons of her slippers. Jean went toward 
her to praise her dancing, which should make 
a good opening for conversation. As she came 
toward the Princess she saw that her slippers 
were the stiff-toed kind worn for toe-dancing 
which were forbidden for this class and that they 
were quite worn although the ribbons were fresh. 
As she approached, the Princess looked over her 
shoulder; Jean smiled disarmingly, but the other 
quickly averted her face and became absorbed 
in the tying of her slipper-ribbon. 

As Jean lingered, wondering just what to do, 
the Princess suddenly turned in the opposite 
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direction ana ran off with a sharp glance over 
her shoulder that suggested panic. She even ran 
differently from the other girls; it suggested the 
smooth movement of a bird flying, for her little 
black slippers seemed scarcely to touch the floor. 

Jean felt a touch of Gee-gee’s independence; 
if the new girl was so haughty, let her stay by 
herself! Her second thought was more gentle; 
it was a hard school for a new girl, for most of 
the girls had gone there for years and even those 
that had come in the first of the year all belonged 
to special groups. Perhaps the new girl felt 
strange—-maybe she was dreadfully bashful. 
But she didn’t seem bashful—she seemed proud! 

During the ‘afternoon recess, Jean sought out 
Carolyn, Gee-gee’s little cousin, whom the two 
older girls usually avoided as. being. far too 
young and uninteresting to be tolerated. To- 
day, however, Jean wanted to talk to her for she 
was in the Sixth Class! 

Jean met her as if by chance as she came out 
of the schoolhouse door. 

“Hello, Carolyn,” Jean began. “Would you 
like a piece cf candy?” 

The candy. was a little bit dusty having been 
retrieved from an old sweater pocket in Jean’s 
locker as the result of a last-minute search, but 
Carolyn accepted it gratefully. It would 
sweeten the long hour before release from school 
and it was so very flattering to have an older girl 
voluntarily seeking her society! She munched 
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the caramel appreciatively, her big black eyes 
fastened adoringly on Jean. 

Jean looked around for the new girl without 
result and finally discovered her by accident as 
she furtively looked down from the window of 
the seventh-grade class-room on the chattering 
groups of girls. It was against rules to stay in 
but this girl seemed immune from the orders 
the others were obliged to obey. As Jean looked 
up, Carolyn’s eyes followed hers and the wistful 
white face disappeared from the window. 

“Tr’s a new girl,” informed Jean. “Do you 
know her?” 

“Yes,” Carolyn nodded, “she’s in my class but 
she never talks to anybody; she is old to be in 
our class and I guess she’s kind of ashamed. 
But she’s with the big girls in music and when 
Miss Pridgett asked where she thought she 
ought to go in dancing—TI was waiting in the 
office to show my vaccination stifficate—she just 
looked kind of funny at Miss Pridgett and she 
said, ‘Rilly, I’m shaw I don’t know.’ She talks 
funny like that in class too. Then Miss Pridgett 
says, ‘You have studied dancing before?’ and she 
says,. ‘quite-—like that and Miss Pridgett says, 
‘Shall we say the intermediate class then?’ and 
she says, ‘thank ‘you,’ raising her voice funny on 
the end of it and goes out.” 

There was a moment’s silence while Jean 
thought this over, then emboldened by her suc- 
cess as a conversationalist, Carolyn ventured : 
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“Jean, can. I walk home from school with you 
and Virginia this afternoon?” and received the 
fate of the too-daring in Jean’s reply: 

“No, Carolyn—you’ re too little. Besides I’m 
not going right home after school. I—I have 
to stay awhile.” 

After school Jean avoided Gee- -gee by the 
simple process of staying behind the door of the 
study-hall and watching until the tumultuous 
Gee-gee had rushed past to take her place in the 
march with which every class in turn left the 
building. Then she waited for the Sixth Class 
to pass; there was the White Princess in a dark 
green coat and beret; the coat was evidently 
supposed to be plain and inconspicuous for it 
bore no fur or other trimming, but it was made 
full of skirt and tight of waist like a girl in a 
French fancy-dress picture and the cap, which 
she wore drooping off one side of her head, had 
a brilliant buckle that flashed in the late after- 
noon sun. 

Jean hastily caught up her sweater and the, 
red: beret that Celeste had brought her from 
Biarritz last summer and turned down the long 
hallway to the back of the building. If she was 
caught leaving school except with her class, she 
would have to stay an hour extra the next after- 
noon as punishment. Fortunately she met no 
one as she hurried through. 

Jean slipped down the long back staircase, 
hoping against hope that none of the teachers 
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was looking out of a window. That meant 
danger! Detectives liked danger and always 
came out unharmed. She had at last embarked 
on her chosen career! 

Safely down, Jean, keeping close to the wall 
of the school, crept along to the front hedge and 
kneeling behind it, peeped through looking over 
the various groups of girls, searching for a pic- 
turesque green coat and a cap with a brilliant 
buckle. It would never do for the White Prin- 
cess to know she was being watched—it might 
place her in even graver danger—but where 
was she? . 

There she was! At the corner farthest from 
the school she was standing alone and expectant. 
The big car in which she had come to school 
the day before, driven by the same immobile 
chauffeur, came past and stopped abruptly. The 
man did not dismount or even seem to look at 
the waiting girl, who got in the car so quickly. 
that it did not even have to make a full stop. 

The chauffeur had turned at once and driven 
off swiftly, passing around a turn so quickly and 
out of sight, that to Jean, now standing looking 
after it, it had seemed to vanish from the road 
completely as if some evil magician had caused 
the disappearance of the little White Princess, 
coach and all! 


CHAPTER IV 


THE DARK HOUSE 


HE next day Jean came down to break- 

fast with a cold: her throat was sore and 

her head ached. As her mother passed 

her on a trip to the kitchen, she put a caressing 

hand on Jean’s cheek and then ran a practiced 
hand over her forehead. ; 

“Jean, you’re running a fever! What about 
that throat?” 

Jean hesitated; if her throat were sore, then 
she would not be allowed to go to school and if 
she didn’t go to school, she couldn’t do any more 
detecting! But Jack said that only cowards lie, 
so she confessed. 

“Tt kind of hurts when I swallow.” 

“Back upstairs and back into bed!” com- 
manded Mrs. Ray. “T’ll call up the school and 
explain. If you are a good girl and stay in bed 
all day to-day it will probably be all right by 
to-morrow, but we cannot run any risks of ton- 
silitis!” . 

Leaden feet carried Jean upstairs, and in a 
rebellious mood she returned to the bed she had 
so recently left. It seemed so silly to go to bed 


when she felt perfectly well! 
35 
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Further diagnosis by her mother pronounced 
it simply a bad cold. To Jean’s surprise the day 
passed quickly. She spent a long time thinking 
eut all the information she had about the new 
girl at school. It was meager, and unrelated. 
It would be easy to imagine an exciting story 
but no detective ever went on anything but facts. 
To-morrow, she would get into action again. 

She fell asleep and to her own surprise slept 
most of the day; even after Celeste had come 
home and started to read a new detective story 
to her, she could not keep awake; perhaps the 
medicine her mother had given her had had 
something to do with it! 

That was the effect of knockout drops! Jean 
watched to see the name of the medicine on the 
bottle during the next dose, for it would be good 
for a detective to have, but the label was in Latin, 
impossible for her to decipher. However, one 
could find it later in the medicine-chest and copy 
it down. ‘ 

This time she did not awaken until the next 
morning; she looked at her little clock on the 
table beside her bed; too late to go to school— 
oh, dear, oh, dear! 

Her mother appeared at that moment with 
some broth and some hot, crisp, thickly-buttered 
toast on a tray and Jean discovered that she was 
so ravenous that nothing mattered for a while 
but food. 
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As she finished the last slice of toast she turned 
to her mother: 

“How about schoolP May I go this after- 
noon?” 

“You had better stay in bed all day to-day, 
too, Jeanie. I explained yesterday that prob- 
ably you would not be back until Friday. Shall 
I read to you for a little while?” ; 

Presently the telephone rang and Mrs. Ray 
left Jean while she answered it on the extension 
in the upper hall; it was Marian. There was a 
long dull conversation about the dressmaker, 
then the conversation switched to a topic that 
made Jean sit up in bed and listen. 

“Yes, of course I will let her go, if her cold 
is better—in bed yesterday and to-day, but I 
think she is all right now. But if she is not per- 
fectly well, of course she can’t go—she mustn’t 
go near Tweedles until she is quite over it. Dll 
call you to-morrow morning and let you know.” 

Jean could hardly wait for her mother to 
finish her conversation; as the receiver clicked 
she called: 

“Mother, come here and tell me!” 

Her mother returned as far as the doorway: 

“Jean, keep your arms under the. clothes! 
When Celeste returns she will read to you and 
I hope she likes that book better than I do. If 
you are perfectly well to-morrow afternoon, 
Marian wants you to go out and spend the week- 
end with her. The Flemings are visiting their 
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aunt again and she asked Marian if you could 
spend Saturday with them at the club. That 
would be nice, wouldn’t it, dear?” 

“T love to go to Marian’s,” Jean agreed, “but 
those Flemings are kind of painful. Anyway, 
though, they do play wonderful tennis—yes, I’d 
like to go. Can I go to school to-morrow 
morning?” 

“Tf you are quite well, and I think you will 
be,” her mother reassured her; “but you must 
stay where you are and be patient until four 
o’clock, when Virginia has promised to come in 
to tell you what the lessons will be for to- 
morrow.” 

After Gee-gee had finished the cocoa and but- 
ter-scotch cakes which were served to them in 
Jean’s room, she conscientiously went over the 
two days’ lessons that Jean. had missed, and then 
they gossiped a little. Jean asked, trying to 
sound casual about it. 

“That new girl—the golden-haired one; is she 
there every day?” 

“T guess so,” Gee-gee responded carelessly. 
“T don’t see her much. She’s in back of me in 
dancing and so I don’t see her even there. She 
never talks to any one and that chauffeur calls 
for her after school and she always leaves the 
minute she is out and nobody knows where she 
lives or anything. She gives me a pain in the 
neck!” 

The conversation drifted to other subjects; a 
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few minutes later Bart, the eldest of Gee-gee’s 
five brothers, called for her and Jean was left 
alone. 

She was allowed to dress and come downstairs 
for dinner that night: her mother pronounced 
her perfectly well; she might go both to school 
and to Marian’s the next day! 

After she returned to bed, her thoughts ran 
on.the little White Princess. It seemed strange 
that she stayed on at school when she was obvi- 
ously lonely and unhappy there. If she was kid- 
naped, why didn’t she escape from her captors 
by running away while she was supposed to be 
in school? She could tell Miss Pridgett who 
would call the police and then she would be 
saved. Why didn’t she do that? Perhaps, 
though, her father or her mother was in the 
power of some evil man and if she told, it might 
bring some terrible harm to them. 

Jean felt that she just had to find out about 
it. Then she pictured herself rescuing the whole 
family in some difficult but intangible way; then 
the White Princess was leading her by the hand 
to a noble-looking man wearing a crown and 
purple robes, while the Princess said: 

“Father, I know you want to reward our brave 
rescuer!” 

The day-dreams soon merged into real 
dreams; Jean rose a little late the next morning 
and it was a mad scramble to get ready for 
Marian’s and to get to school on time. It was 
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hard, after she resumed her classes, to get back 
into the lessons with the other girls. 

“Jean,” the mathematics teacher advised her 
during the first period, “you had better come to 
me for a few moments after class and I will go 
over the last two days’ lessons that you missed.” 

Gee-gee had not been a very good teacher in 
spite of her unwonted zeal in the cause of learn- 
ing, so that was the way that Jean’s classes went 
allday. She would stay after each class and then 
have to explain it to the next teacher, who would 
repeat the performance; she was allowed to omit 
recess and shorten the noon recreation. She had 
no time even to wonder if the new girl who had 
so excited her interest was at school that day. 

They met that afternoon. Coming from the 
practice-room on the top floor of the old build- 
ing, Jean looked down the long corridor and saw 
the White Princess outlined against the window 
at the far end, drooping with all the air of an 
imprisoned princess awaiting the visit of the 
dragon. 

Jean was still wearing her gym slippers and 
her noiseless steps brought her up beside the 
Princess before the other girl was aware of her 
presence. - 

Jean stood there a moment, not knowing what 
to say; she was at a loss as to how to start, but 
she must take advantage of finding her quarry 
alone. | 

' “FYello!” she said cheerily. 
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The blonde girl whirled quickly, a terri- 
fied look crossed her pale little face and she 
looked from side to side as if not knowing which 
way to turn. Jean wanted to be easy and natural 
to reassure her. a : 

“My name is Jean Ray,” she began in a rather 
blunt, little-girl way, ““what’s yours?” 

Again the terrified look came to the other 
girl’s eyes. She looked out the window as if 
seeking escape that way, before she replied: 

_ “Flower Dumont—excuse me—I must go— 
Slic—I:mean the chauffeur, is waiting for me.” 

She pushed past Jean and ran lightly down the 
stairs. ° 

Jean was chagrined and puzzled and yet 
pleased ; what a lovely name the White Princess 
had! She was still an enticing mystery; if she 
had finished saying the name of the. chauffeur, 
it would have been Slick—of course! A real 
gang name! This really was exciting! 

Two blasts on an automobile horn below in 
the road-—-then . three—the family signal. 
Marian was waiting—how fortunate that all 
Jean’s lessons were now made up; she deserved 
a good two days’ holiday at Marian’s! 

Down she rushed pell-mell, took her little 
week-end case, her books, her beret and sweater 
in one wild grab and joined the last of the exit- 
ing ranks. There was Marian’s smart little 
coupe, with Marian at the wheel and Tweedles 
himself in his driving-basket beside her. 
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Jean hopped in and dropped her belongings 
on the floor at her feet, calling a gay good-by to 
Gee-gee, who had been admiring the baby and 
cutting capers for his benefit. He smiled at Jean 
and said, ‘“nee-nee-nee-ah, booh,” and Jean was 
delighted; he was trying to say her name, she 
thought. Marian had remembered to pick up 
Smuff on the way and he welcomed Jean with 
many wiggles of enthusiastic greeting. 

It was a beautiful day and on the lovely drive 
out to Marian’s, Jean completely forgot for 
awhile all about the little wistful-eyed Flower 
Dumont with her secret tragedy. 

Every single time Jean approached Marian’s 
new little house on the State Road, she deter- 
mined to have one exactly like it for herself 
when she grew up. She was not looking forward 
anxiously to that time, for grown people seemed 
to have such a stupid time on the whole and it 
seemed so vague, anyway, and far away. But 
when she did grow up, she meant to have her 
very own house to fix just as she liked and to do 
exactly as she liked in. 

She always went all over the house the minute 
she arrived; after that, she helped Marian put 
the enticing Tweedles to bed. Then wearing 
a pink-ruffled apron that Marian always kept 
hanging behind the kitchen-door just for her, she 
helped Marian get dinner. Verena, Marian’s 
maid-of-all-work, always went out on Fridays. 

It was never any fun helping at home, but it 
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was always a delight to help here; Marian let 
her do things her own way, without any bossing 
or advising; besides, .everything was so new, so 
shining and so modern. Mother clung to so 
many old ways of doing things and Greta ob- 
jected to “them new-fangled machines,” but Bill 
bought everything that was invented as soon 
as it came out that was at all practical—and 
some that weren't! 

“Tn some ways, every man is just a little boy 
who never grows up,” Marian explained as she 
demonstrated her new cream-whipper. “Of 
course Bill buys these to save me work, but he 
doesn’t know that he buys them, too, because he 
likes to play with them himself!” 

Jean liked to play with them too; she operated 
the electric fruit-juicer for their orange and 
ginger-ale cocktails, she flipped the little cubes 
of ice from the refrigerator out of their holders 
with an expert hand, she whipped the cream for 
the bouillon and the prune-whip to marvelous 
stiffness with the new device; then Marian let 
her set the table with her charming rose-strewn 
china and pink crystal. . 

When the last detail was finished, Jean stood 
off and admired her handiwork; the glittering 
silver, the faintly roseate damask, the dozen 
fresh roses in a deep-mouthed vase in the center 
of the table could not have been more beautifully 
arranged by a professional caterer. For a mo- 
ment, Jean wondered if perhaps her talent did 
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not lie in being a sort of a professional hostess 
instead of a detective.. 

Marian praised the table and so did Bill, 
when he came home. He raised his eyebrows 
‘in pretended awe and exclaimed: 

“Whew! All our grandeur at one swell foop! 
Is the Prince of Wales dropping in unex- 
pectedly?” . 

The three of them had a gay meal; Bill was 
just as funny and entertaining as if she had been 
a grown-up lady instead of just Marian’s little 
sister. As they both burst into laughter at one 
of his stories, Bill exclaimed: 

“Tt took wifely and sisterly devotion to laugh 
at that old chestnut. Just as_a little reward, Pl 
let you both off washing the dishes and do them 
myself!” 

But washing the dishes together was part of 
the fun, so presently they had the table cleared 
and the dishes neatly stacked on the green and 
chromium sink. Marian plunged them into the 
hot, white suds and rinsed them with the patent 
spray. They dried by themselves while Jean 
and Bill fought over who should have the em- 
broidered glass-towel and who should manipu- 
late the undecorated linen dish-towel. 

The telephone rang and Bill answered it. 

“Marian,” he reported on his return, “Mrs. 
Fleming is entertaining her club and they are 
two short so she wants us to fill in at one bridge- 
table. I told her we’d go—O.K.? She said too, 
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that her niece and nephews want our young sister 
here to report to-morrow at the club at ten sharp. 
Hurry up and dress—Jean will put things away, 
won't your” 

Jean made a long job of it putting everything 
in its proper place, but after that the evening 
palled. ‘Tweedles. was asleep and Marian and 
Bill dressing; there was nothing to do. Jean 
went to Marian’s bookcase—biography and some 
dull-looking novels that had hardly any conver- 
sation in them were all the shelves had to present. 
The magazine-rack showed only fashion-maga- 
zines, sport journals and a copy of Time. There 
was nothing there for Jean. 

Smuff brought his harness and laid it at her 
feet, fastening his eyes on her with a compelling 
gaze—a walk—a good idea! 

“Marian,” she called, “I’m taking Smuff for 
a walk—is it all right?” 

There was no reply; Marian had not heard. 

“She wouldn’t care anyway,” Jean reassured 
her conscience. “Asking her if I can go is just 
a matter of form. I am old enough, really, to 
decide these things for myself.” 

She knew, though, that if Marian had heard 
her request she would have forbidden her to go 
out of the yard; she was not permitted to be out 
alone anywhere after dark and as she went 
through the gate onto the State Road, she felt 
that she should turn back. But here was Smuff 
to protect her—she was all right. 
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Crossing the road, she took the small foot-path 
that ran beside it, but dared not let Smuff off 
his leash, for cars were passing in both direc- 
tions. He pulled and strained and when a wide 
side-road opened to the left, she turned down it, 
unsnapping the leash and letting the dog run 
free. The road led down-hill, and was rather 
faintly lighted by two street-lamps set far apart. 

Smuff found a stick that. pleased him and 
brought it back for her to throw; she did this 
several times, and he led her farther down the 
hill. Then he ran off and she went after him, 
discovering after a short descent that she had 
come to the foot of the hill. 

Here the road turned to the right at a sharp 
angle and looked much too Jonely to follow; it 
was not paved and there was no traffic on it at 
all; probably it had been the main road before 
the State Road had been made and was little 
used since. . 

“Come on, Smuff!” commanded Jean. ‘“We’re 
going back. Smuff! Let that poor kitty alone!” 

Smuff was making futile efforts to get through 
two of the bars of an old iron carriage-gate 
which was at her right as she turned to go up 
the hill again. A huge black cat was on the 
other side of the gate, taunting Smuff to do his 
worst; he was too wide to get through the bars 
and he was going frantic! A moment the cat 
stood there yowling and spitting, but as Jean 
came closer to the gate, it vanished. It was very 
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dark just back of the gate, for the driveway was 
overshadowed by huge old trees, but the cat 
had seemed to disappear not so much into the 
shadow, as suddenly and completely into the 
air! 

With a little shiver, Jean stared apprehen- 
sively through the gate while she attached 
Smuff’s leash; there was nothing to be seen ex- 
cept a worn entrance-road that disappeared into 
the deep gloom of the trees. It wound to the 
left and made a turn. She tried the gate cau- 
tiously but it was locked. Now that Smuff had. 
stopped barking, it was terribly quiet; Jean hur- 
ried as fast as she could up the hill, looking 
fearfully over her shoulder from time to time. 
It was certainly queer how soon that cat had 
disappeared! 

Then she saw the house that the carriage- 
road led to; the high iron fence that surrounded 
its extensive grounds on this side was further en- 
forced by a thick hedge that ran along inside 
it; the hedge was straggly and unkempt and the 
fence was rusty in places. 

Jean searched until she found a hole in one 
of the bushes large enough to see through, and 
took a long look at this hidden house. It was 
old and old-fashioned and queer. It was a 
square wooden house with much wooden orna- 
mentation, such as little balconies and scrolled- 
wood balustrades and cornices; on each side of 
the front at the very top was a wooden turret 
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with tightly shuttered windows all the way 
around it. This was the front of the house, be- 
cause on the ground floor a narrow porch ex- 
tended part way across the front. It faced the 
State Road which was hundreds of feet away 
at the top of the hill, but there were trees and a 
great deal of shrubbery in the grounds and grow- 
ing up the hill, so it would not be seen easily 
from passing cars. 

All over the house there were tightly closed 
old-fashioned shutters. The house was perfectly 
dark, and Jean, remembering the many awful 
things she had read about that had happened in 
supposedly deserted houses, ran past it with an- 
other little shiver of fear. 

Smuff seemed to partake of her panic for he 
ran up the rest of the hill at such a pace that his 
leash was taut and he quite pulled her up the 
last few feet of the hill. 

When they were on the State Road once more 
they both stood a minute, Jean breathless, and 
Smuff making funny little noises in his throat. 
~ “Poor Smuffie!” Jean leaned over to pet 
him. “Did I pull on his poor little throat and 
almost choke him and was he scared by the big 
bad cat! Never mind, there is Marian’s house 
and we'll run along and be all safe!” 

The rosy glow shining from Marian’s living- 
room and the lighted porch-lantern gave her a 
feeling of relief. She ran along the foot-path 
as fast as she could, but not until she had closed 
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the little gate behind her did she feel really safe. 

She met Marian and Bill at the door. Marian 
was a little annoyed. 

“Jean, where were your I called and called 
for we wanted to see.you before we left. Mother 
gave orders for you to go to bed early because 
you have had such a bad cold; I trust you, 
honey. Verena is back so you will be all right; 
be sure not to wake the baby!” 

Jean looked after them until after the coupe 
had become only a small red light in the dis- 
tance; then she went in and shut the door. It 
was good to feel it close behind her and to know 
she was safe, safe, safel The living-room door 
was closed; that meant that she was to go right 
upstairs without even playing the piano or even 
listening to the radio for awhile. . 

Verena met her at the top of the first flight 
of stairs. 

“Miss Jean, Miss. Marian say you-all to go 
right to youah room. Ah lef’ somethin’ right 
nice there for you! Walk sof’ past Baby’s room, 
honey—-Miss Marian say he not to be waked up 
for nothin’,” 

The little attic-room that Jean always 
occupied looked very gay to-night with its 
cherry-and-silver modernistic furniture; the 
cherry-colored lamps on either side of the 
dressing-table were lit and a larger lamp to 
match in the corner. Then there was the deep 
chaise-longue with its own reading lamp and a 
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little table pulled close to the other side. On 
the table were a deep glass of chocolate-milk, 
four interesting-looking sandwiches, two rosy 
apples—and two books. Jean slipped at once 
into her bathrobe and prepared for a long, 
luxurious evening. 

The books were a disappointment, being girls’ 
stories of a very mild kind that Marian had had 
when she was a girl. After the food was gone, 
Jean’s interest in them ceased. 

“Oh-h-h! I’m sleepy!” She stretched her 
arms above her head and the book she was trying 
to read fell face down on the floor. “Oh, stay 
there, book! I’m tired reading. I guess I might 
as well go to bed.” 

When she was ready for bed she went to the 
window to open it for the night. Pulling aside 
the curtain, she looked out. The moon now 
shone brightly on the valley below, and little 
lights twinkled in a group of houses far off to 
the right. 

Almost below and also to the right, the hill 
cast a deep shadow. In that shadow when her 
eyes became used to it, she saw a less dark 
shadow, faintly lighted by the moon. That must 
be—yes, it was the mysterious Dark House that 
she and Smuff had seen as they climbed the hill 
earlier in the evening. How gloomy and men- 
acing it appeared in the pale moonlight! 

“Tt seems strange that I never noticed it. be- 
fore,” Jean commented to Smuff who had 
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mounted on the window-seat with his front paws 
on the window-sill to gaze out beside her, “but 
you and I were never out at night any time we 
ever came to Marian’s before. No, sir, now 
that I think of it, we never were. And day- 
times I never do have any time to look around 
at the scenery. Maybe I’ve seen it before but I 
never paid any attention to it. Maybe since 
I’ve started to be a detective I kind of notice 
these things more, too.” 

Smuff lost interest in such dull proceedings, 
got down with a scramble and soon was snoring 
on his cushion, but still Jean continued to stand 
and gaze at the Dark House. It was mysteri- 
ous, indeed—so tightly shuttered—silent, de- 
serted—_dark—but no! 

A light, clear, bright and steady suddenly 
shone from an open window in the right-hand 
turret of the house. How long Jean stood there 
motionless watching it, she did not know. Sud- 
denly it went out and the queer old house stood 
again, furtive, dark, gloomy and dangerous- 
looking. , 


CHAPTER V 


THE LITTLE PRISONER OF THE DARK HOUSE 


“ , 7 AKE-UP, Sleepy-head!” 
It was Marian’s voice and for one 
, bewildered second, Jean could not 
think where she was. “Marian, standing be- 
side her bed, wore her blue knitted sport-suit 
and she had the knitted hat to match in her 
hand. , 

Jean-sat up and stretched violently, squinting 
her sleepy eyes at Marian. School loomed large 
in her mind and she could not fit Marian into 
this hour of the morning; then she remembered. 
This was Saturday morning and. she was to go 
to the country-club to play tennis with the three 
Flemings while Marian played golf. It was 
already nine-thirty and her engagement was for 
ten o’clock. - 

She jumped up at once, ran to the shower 
swiftly, then dressed in a hurry: Dale and 
Freddy had a-way of saying sharp, sarcastic 
things when any one was late. They were crack 
tennis players, though, having had many lessons 
from professionals at Cannes and Monte Carlo, 
and it was as good as a tennis lesson to play with 
them. Millicent, their sister, was younger than 
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the boys who were about Jean’s own age, but 
even she was a very good player. 

While Jean was lacing her tennis shoes, she 
took time to look with interest at the mysterious 
Dark House, wondering if she had not exag- 
gerated its ominous look of the night before, due 
to the darkness and silence of night, but even 
this morning in the bright fall sunshine it had 
an evil look. Smoke came spasmodically from 
one of the many chimneys, but there was no 
other sign of life. 

The closed shutters seemed to conceal peering 
eyes and leering faces. As Jean. still watched, 
the big, black cat walked across the lawn and 
disappeared around the far corner of the house. 
It was a live cat, then, and not a witch or evil 
spirit! 

At the tennis courts, she found the Flemings 
impatiently awaiting her. Dale and Millicent 
wére lobbing back hands at each other, while 
Freddy sat impatiently pounding the earth with 
the handle of his racquet. — 

“Hello!” she called as she approached, “it’s 
just ten!” 

Freddy gave her a withering glance. 

“Three minutes over! I believe you would 
default on a championship game to get ten min- 
utes’ more sleep—you’re so lazy and tennis 
means so little to you! Why don’t you wear 
shorts and socks like Millar All the girls on the 
Riviera do—it’s much more sensible.” 
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“Tt’s not very sensible to get blue with the 
cold like she is,” Jean retorted. “Let’s get 
warmed up—what do you say? Who do I play 
with?” ; 

“You play with me,” condescended Freddy. 
“Milla, you cut across with Dale. I'll serve 
first. Come on. There you are!” 

Strenuous tennis ensued. Freddy was a severe 
coach, so Jean did not give even a thought to the 
sleuthing she wanted to do that day. She could 
never talk about her new interest to these su- 
perior young creatures. 

As they sat around the luncheon-table of the , 
club after the game, Milla suggested going to 
the movies that afternoon. - . 

“Movies? I refuse to be bored.” 

That reply came from Dale who modeled him- 
self on an older brother who was at Yale and 
who on his infrequent visits here showed so 
plainly his disinterest in everything and every- 
body that Jack had named him, “Old drooped 


eyelids.” 
“This whole town bores me stiff, anyway,” 
Dale continued. “I wish Mother would not 


insist on our coming here. It’s a hick place and 
there’s nothing to do and nobody to do it with. 
I wish Milla would get in that school here— 
she might meet a pretty girl or two and that 
would liven things up!” - 

Jean felt that that was a pretty ungallant 
speech, but who cared whether old Dale thought 
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you were pretty or not? She had an answer 
for him. 

“T know a girl—one.of the girls at school and 
she’s so pretty that you never saw any one so 
prettv! But she wouldn’t even look at you, Dale 
Fleming! She’s terribly pretty!” 

“Blonde or brunette?” Dale was interested. 

“Oh, beautiful curly gold hair and great big 
blue eyes and she’s slender and wears the love- 
liest clothes!” . 

‘Well, gentlemen like myself, prefer blondes.” 
Dale was such a smarty! ‘“There’s no girl like. 
that in this town for I’ve looked ’em all over, 
even driven past your school when they were 
coming out. You’re just spoofing me. Where 
does she live and what’s her name and telephone 
number?” 

“JT don’t know where she lives but her name 
is Flower Dumont.” 

The boys and Millicent shouted with laughter. 

“What a name! She sounds like a five-cent 
cigar!” taunted Freddy, and Dale added, “Aw, 
Jean, you just made it up to get a rise out of me. 
‘There ain’t no sich an animal!” 

Jean was not daunted by their laughter. She 
knew that Flower was real and her name seemed 
beautiful when you knew how it suited her. She 
was different from other girls in every way. She 
might really be a princess from some European 
country who had been kidnaped; she was so sad 
and so white and so frightened of every one. 
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They spent the afternoon in the club 
swimming tank, then Marian had her Sunday 
marketing to do on the way home. Jean was 
allowed to choose the dinner for the next day 
and it took deep consideration and a long time. 
Her menu called for roast chicken and candied 
sweet-potatoes, brussels sprouts, pineapple and 
cheese salad, with deep apple-pie for dessert. 

There was just time before dinner left for a 
little visit with Tweedles and a romp with 
Smuff, who had spent the day with Verena. She 
was a devoted admirer of his and held long con- 
versations with him when he was left with her. 
His answers were always made with his eloquent 
eyes and tail, and Verena found that quite satis- 
factory. Whether he really cared for her for 
herself or because she was the Person of the 
Food was a question, but he always seemed 
pleased with her company. He was never left 
very often to her kindly care for he scorned his 
simple dog-biscuits for days after, and usually 
developed a case of indigestion. 

To-night he greeted Jean with as much enthu- 
siasm as if she had just come back from the 
North Pole. Round and round the garden he 
went like a crazy thing, howling at the top of 
his voice and finally-when he subsided enough 
for her to pet him, he licked her ear with sniff- 
ings and gurglings that sounded like whispered 
affection. Good little Smuffie—he was a dear 
little pup! 
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Tired by her strenuous day, Jean almost fell 
asleep over the dinner table and Marian merci- 
fully suggested that she go right up to bed. 

Jean followed her advice and arriving in her 
room, threw herself across the bed without even 
removing her shoes and at once fell into deep 
slumber. 

A little later she awoke, feeling chilly and un- 
comfortable. She went to close her window to 
warm the room while she undressed and went to 
bed properly. As soon as she reached the win- 
dow she became wide awake and all her chill 
and sleepiness were forgotten, for there was the 
mysterious Dark House! It was as dark as be- 
fore except for the one bright light in the turret 
that shone out like a beacon or a signal. 

Jean puzzled over that light. Was it a signal 
to a band of thieves or gangsters? It would be 
exciting to get closer to the place and see why 
this light shone from the otherwise dark house. 
There might be other signs of life not visible 
from here. She might find out some important 
secret! If she was ever going to be a detective, 
now was the time to begin! 

She put on her tennis shoes again and her 
warmest sweater and carrying Smuff in her arms 
that he might not betray that she had left her 
room, she cautiously descended the stairs. 

She slipped past the living room where she 
could hear the radio going and Marian and Bill 
and another couple playing bridge. Softly she 
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opened the front door, as softly she closed it 
behind her, slipping back the lock so that she 
would not be locked out. Now she and Smuff 
were in the dark garden looking into the brightly 
lighted living room and every one unconscious 
of it—how exciting this was! 

They passed through the little iron gate and 
into the road. Smuff seemed to sense adventure 
for his little kinky tail wagged in stiff jerks, his 
tall fine ears stood erect and he pulled hard on 
his leash. . 

Across the road they went on a run, and when 
a squirrel or some other little creature rustled 
in the bushes they were off down the hill on a 
narrow path overgrown with underbrush on the 
sides and concealed from above by the bushes 
that grew thickly on this part of the hill. 

With her impetus and Smuff’s determined pull 
it was impossible to stop—her foot slipped, her 
feet went out from under her and she slid help- 
lessly all the way to the foot of the hill! 

She stayed there a moment before she realized 
that the thing that had abruptly stopped her 
descent was a brick wall that edged the grounds 
of the Dark House on this side; a tall group of 
trees to her left, just inside the wall, threw it 
completely into shadow. She could mount the 
wall here and look over without being seen from 
the grounds or the house or from the path in 
back of her. It was not likely that any one else 
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would come down that way, for it looked as if it 
had not been used for a long time. She prided 
herself on that observation; that was being a 
detective! 

This was the place to see without being seen— 
just to take one look at the Dark House close at 
hand and perhaps to find out what that bright 
light meant. There might be other interesting 
things to investigate, too. 

“T will take just one look,” Jean promised her 
conscience, “then I will go home and go straight 
to bed.” 

There was an old tree stump not far from the 
wall; by standing on that and searching the wall 
with one foot, Jean found a quite deep toe-hold; 
then the other foot found a space where a brick 
had fallen from the old wall; by resting part 
of her weight on her folded arms on top of the 
wall she could rest easily while she looked 
around. 

The whole place was quiet and’ seemed de- 
serted and lonely looking in the light of the 
moon; the house was still dark and the windows 
tight-shuttered, except in that upper right-hand 
cupola,. where, by bending her head back, Jean 
could see that the light shone steadily. 

‘While Jean was still gazing at it, a figure 
appeared in the large window there and looked 
out; a small figure, a girlish figure! Jean caught 
her breath as the girl at the window lifted her 
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face to look at the moon and its light fell full 
upon her. It was the little White Princess! It . 
was Flower Dumont! 

So Jean had been right. She had really been 
a captive and her prison was the Dark House! 
Jean longed to go to her rescue but felt it would 
not be safe unless she knew with whom and what 
she had to deal: Was Flower alone there in that 
terrible house? Who had her in captivity? 
What fate threatened her? What was the mys- 
terious thing that made her keep aloof always— 
frightened and alone? 

_. As if in answer to the question in Jean’s mind, 
something in the porch of the house moved, came 
down the steps and into the garden. 

Straight it came toward the wall where Jean 
perched and her blood froze in terror for this 
shape could be no man but something occult that 
had sensed her alien presence! She could not 
think—she could not move, even to escape, but 
stood there rigid, hanging on the wall while 
every muscle in her body stiffened and she turned 
cold all over. 

When the figure had come halfway to the 
wall it stopped as abruptly as it had started, 
turned sharply and retraced its steps. It re- 
peated this short journey several times with a 
vigorous step and a quick turn. Jean relaxed 
for this was only some one who was pacing, the 
better to collect his thoughts; she had seen her 
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father pace like that at home when he was both- 
ered about his business affairs. 

It was impossible to judge what the person 
was like for as soon as he passed into the moon- 
light he had gone out of it again. There was a 
mass of white on the head that at first Jean had 
thought was a hat or cap but now she saw it was 
a thick mop of white hair. It was a white- 
haired old man, wearing a cape-coat and carry- 
ing a cane with which he struck out into the air 
in sort of rhythm with his steps as he walked. 
It was a gesture fierce yet restrained. Once he 
stopped and hesitated as if he meant to walk 
further in Jean’s direction, but at that moment 
the big black cat, which Jean had seen twice 
before, came out of the bushes and walked over 
to the old man who bent over it. . 

He looked like a witch with the cape droop- 
ing on each side of him like wings and the cane 
sticking out like a broom-stick ready to carry 
him up back into the moon. He was human 
though and without doubt the wretch who had 
Flower Dumont in his power, threatening her in 
some unknown, but powerful and terrible way! 

He resumed his walk with the cat pacing 
along beside him; he passed under the turret 
this time, paused suddenly and looked up, and 
as he did so, his stick fell from under his arm 
with a loud crack. 

The girl at the window started obviously and 
looked down, then left the window abruptly; the 


62 SECRET OF THE DARK HOUSE 


light immediately went out and all was dark and 
silent in the turret. 

The old man stood rigid a moment, then he, 
too, turned and vanished in the shadows of the 
porch. Moments passed but all was still; as 
still as if there were no living creatures in the 
Dark House at all! 

Jean iet herself down from the wall, and 
guided by the restless Smuff toiled back up the 
hill, Soon the lights appeared, then a car or 
two passed in the road and heartening common- 
place took the place of fantastic experience. Had 
she really imagined it all? Had she seen that 
queer sinister old man or was it just a trick of 
moonlight on shadows? There was certainly no 
doubt of Flower’s reality!’ What had happened 
to her after the light went out? 

The music of the radio came to her ears as 
she opened the gate, so it should be easy to enter 
unheard. Softly she clicked the lock back to 
place after she entered and softly closed the door. 
She was back safe after her first adventure as a 
detective! 

As she stood listening a minute at the foot of 
the stairs came Bill’s voice. 

“Seven beautiful spades and the rubber is 
ours!” 

They were still at the card table; how in- 
credible! It seemed to Jean as if many long 
hours had passed. . 

Jean made ready for bed with her usual speed 
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and again looked out of her window before she 
opened it wide. She saw the Dark House silent, 
gloomy and menacing, holding in its turret the 
mysterious secret of the imprisoned Flower. 


CHAPTER VI 
JEAN, DETECTIVE 


UNDAY meant going to church with Bill 

S and Marian and then sharing their Sunday 

breakfast-luncheon, which would be the 

only meal that day until dinner at seven. Jean 

wanted to make the waffles at table on the elec- 

tric waffle-iron but that was a privilege Bill re- 
served for himself. 

“You can have the hard work of eating them,” 
was the compromise he offered. After the first 
two waffles, things got slow, for Bill delayed 
every waffle to get it to the right shade of dark 
brown and then they were apt to burn. Things 
moved faster after Marian took the waffle mak- 
ing in hand. 

It was twelve o’clock when they finished and 
Bill proposed a bit of clock-golf on the bit of 
lawn under the front windows. They put on 
sweaters and wrapped up Tweedles, who was 
put in his stroller near by to watch the game. 

Smuff was decidedly in the way because he 
would chase the ball, but when Verena called 
him, “Hyah, li’l doggie!” he disappeared around 
the corner to the back door with such rapidity 
that he fairly slid along the ground. 

64 
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Jean was waiting for her turn to play, when 
suddenly she remembered the Dark House and 
asked Bill to give her a hand up on the wall that 
surrounded their little garden. Even in the light 
of a sunny day the Dark House did not look a 
bit more cheerful. One of the shutters on the 
ground floor was open, though, and smoke was 
coming from two of the chimneys—and—Jean 
moved a foot or two along the wall to get a good 
look between. the trees—why! Some one was 
sitting in an invalid’s chair drawn into the sun- 
shine—some one well wrapped in steamer 
shawls, some one with heavy white hair. It was 
the old man she had seen last night, although 
then, in spite of his cane, he had looked like any- 
thing but an invalid! 

“Hey, Bill, will you jump me down now? 
Thanks!” said Jean. “Marian, who lives in that 
queer old house at the foot of the hill—the house 
with all the grounds and a wall around it?” 

“T don’t know,” returned Marian absently as 
she concentrated’ on hitting her ball. “There, 
Sweet William, beat that one if you can! What 
was it you asked me, Jean? Oh, yes, about the 
old Fulton place; Doris Deller was telling me 
last night that it was rented last week. It’s been 
vacant for years—the people that owned it both 
died abroad and their: estate hasn’t ever been 
settled—they had no children and hundreds of 
cousins and aunts—one of those things. It has 
been for rent ever since we have been living 
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here, and I hadn’t noticed that the sign has been 
taken down. I don’t pay enough attention to my 
neighbors with both these Williams on my hands 
to look after.” 

She turned to the baby and made him a long 
speech in baby talk which Jean found rather 
silly, but Tweedles seemed to like it, for he 
laughed and crowed and waved his blue mit- 
tened hands in the air. Jean wanted to know 
more about the house and said so. Marian re- 
turned to the subject. 

“About that house—Doris says some kind of 
an eccentric rich old man has taken it; he’s an 
invalid and very much of a recluse. He keeps 
one maid and a chauffeur and they do every- 
thing. The maid did some marketing in the vil- 
lage and she was very stiff and unfriendly, the 
butcher told Doris’ maid who told her. She said 
she was working for this man who had come here 
to rest and must be very quiet, by the doctor’s 
orders. See no one and go to bed at sunset every 
night. He hasa child, I think she said, although 
if he is so old she must be his grandchild and 
she isn’t strong either. He is very particular 
about her and doesn’t want her to go with any 
children and he expects to send her away to 
school in a few weeks. I would have gotten 
more information, Jean, if I had known you 
were so interested. We ought to ask her to come 
and see you—she must be lonely down there with 
no other girls to play with. Of course, they did 
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say they didn’t want her to know any children— 
maybe we wouldn’t want to know her, either 
—we’re quite choosy, aren’t we,.Jeanie?” 

Jean opened her mouth to contribute her own 
information on the subject and then she closed 
it again with nothing said. It was all so very 
queer she wanted to think about it before she 
told any one. 

Why was the old man so infirm by day and so 
vigorous by night? If she was his own grand- 
child, why was Flower so frightened when she 
found he had been watching her? Why had he 
been so silent in spying on that lighted window? 
Surely a normal grandfather would at least 
call out a cheery good-night to his own grand- 
child. Not a word had been spoken between 
them; how swiftly she had vanished from the 
window and the light had gone out at once. Per- 
haps it was a signal, after all! 

Flower must have believed the old man was 
in the house for the night or she would not have 
dared to burn her light to let some one know 
she was in danger. Why did she avoid every 
one at school? Why did their chauffeur never 
get there a few minutes early and chat with the 
others, even once? He always came at the very 
last minute, made his quick turn and hurried at 
once back in the direction he had just come. 

Jean meant to investigate this mystery; she 
was going to become a real detective. There 
were clues here to be traced out, but she needed 
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more information. To-night was her last 
chance; she would go back again to the wall at 
the foot of the hill, but this time Smuff must be 
left home for he couldn’t be trusted to keep quiet 
and absolute silence was imperative. 

She studied her lessons before dinner, to leave 
the evening free. She had little appetite for the 
fine dinner she had ordered and was so absent- 
minded that Bill suggested: 

“The kid is homesick, Marian; that’s what’s 
the matter with her! Let’s take her home: to- 
night.” 

This suggestion startled Jean. She looked 
appealingly at Marian and cried: 

“Oh, no! I don’t want to go home 

“Your enthusiasm is flattering,’ Bill con- 
tinued. “Now we must see what we can do to 
entertain you so that we may continue to merit 
your patronage.” 

“We can let her go to bed right away,” 
Marian suggested. ‘“She’s tired; that’s it, isn’t 
it, Jeane” 

“T am tired!” 

Jean’s voice sounded plaintive but it was be- 
cause she was shaky at the prospect of what she 
meant to do. If she could go to her room at 
once, she could get at her detecting and get it 
over. It would be a relief to get going for Jean 
determined that now that she had gone so far 
she would see the thing through. 

Her fingers trembled as she pulled on hei 
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dark-blue sweater and laced her sneakers on her 
feet. She decided to leave her flash at home, 
after some deliberation, so that she might have 
her hands free, but she did put her toy gun in one 
of her sweater pockets. She might pull it out in 
an emergency and who would know that it was 
not a real gun? 

Smuff whined when she went out and closed 
the door behind her; did he sense that she was 
in grave danger? 

Verena was in the nursery crooning to the 
baby and Marian and Bill were in the living- 
room so Jean crept softly down the back stair- 
case. Bill always bolted the kitchen-door the 
last thing and she might be late; how would she 
getin, thener 

She slipped into the dining-room and listened. 
The radio was going as usual and the rhythmic 
music and the voice of the band-leader an- 
nouncer soothed her fretted nerves. 

She felt more tranquil as she went into the 
front hall and took a latch-key from Marian’s 
bag which lay on the hall table. Of course a 
detective had to take chances but they always 
came out unharmed! 

When there was a loud burst of saxophone 
music she let herself quietly out and ran noise- 
lessly down the steps, across the road and to the 
place where the path began. She was free to 
continue her investigations! 

It was later to-night and the moon was 
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brighter; the light burned in the tower but no 
Flower was to be seen. Could something have 
happened to her? Was the signal one she turned 
on for some hoped-for rescue or was it a signal 
of the terrible old man? Was Flower being 
held for ransom or was she in possession of some 
secret, perhaps, that they were trying to wrest 
from her? The ransom idea seemed most likely; 
she was being held for a very high ransom then 
—‘‘a king’s ransom” came to Jean’s mind; 
Flower was certainly like the daughter of a 
king, the way she dressed and acted! 

Jean took the same position as she had last 
night with her arms on the wall and her feet 
in the two crevices; as she stared at the house she 
noticed that the shutters on the first floor rooms 
on this side of the front of the house were not 
so dark as they had appeared at first; a faint 
crack of light showed through the slits! 

Suddenly she heard the front door open and 
a light show there and then a man entered 
through it and closed the door. She had a good 
view of his outline before he entered. It was 
not the old man who had been of medium height 
and rather thin; this was the figure of a huge 
man, very tall, very stout, a powerful and 
frightening creature! 

Had he come in answer to the turret-signalr 
Was he the rescuer Flower had signaled? More 
likely he was one of the followers of The Mon- 
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ster. Jean had begun to call the old man by that 
descriptive name. 

Her eyes were well accustomed to the dark- 
ness now and as she stood there motionless, she 
saw two more men coming up the driveway. 
That explained a creaking in that direction that 
had startled her a little earlier—the old gate! 
The gate that had been so securely locked when 
she had tried to open it two days ago! 

Which was it—a rescue party or was the 
Dark House a rendezvous for some terrible 
band of criminals? Not a sound came from the 
house and still the light burned in the turret! 

A long, low whistle sounded so close to her 
that she jumped and almost lost her footing; this 
was answered by a similar whistle from the back 
of the house. 

Fortunately Jean had chosen this particular 
spot, for not ten feet away a slim figure seemed 
to melt over the wall into the old garden; it 
vanished at once into the deep darkness of the 
trees. Although he was invisible, a faint crack- 
ling of underbrush seemed to her in the tense 
silence to be very loud. Then she saw him, ap- 
proaching the house by a circuitous route, keep- 
ing in the shadow of the trees; then another 
figure came from the shadows at the back of the 
house and joined the first one. They went to the 
house and as they cleared the few feet between 
the last clump of bushes and the entrance steps 
to the house, Jean saw them clearly. 
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To the first figure she paid little attention; the 
other was dressed in a coat that had two rows of 
buttons down the front, and too, he wore leather 
leggings—it was the chauffeur who drove 
Flower to school! Jean had studied him thor- 
oughly that day she had hidden at school behind 
the hedge to watch. He was going familiarly 
in by the front door as if he owned it—that was 
strange for a chauffeur to do! 

The door this time opened just wide enough 
to receive the two men, one after the other, and 
again the terrible silence fell. It was dreadful 
to think of that little white-faced girl in that 
awful house! 

Then Jean gave a sigh of relief that was al- 
most a sob as she saw Flower Dumont for a 
moment at her turret-window. She reached out 
for the shutters and closed them; a moment 
after the slits of light between the bars of the 
shutters disappeared. She could not know her 
peril, for the moment, for her gestures had been 
calm and slow and not a bit like some one who 
was frightened. She had paused in the moment 
Jean had seen her and looked down at the ground 
and then up at the stars and then waited a minute 
as if a little uncertain what to do next. Then 
she had closed the shutters and her light had 
gone out. 

As she was safe for the present and there was 
really nothing Jean could do, she slid off the 
wall, climbed the hill and silently opening and 
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then closing the front gate behind her, edged 
into the yard. 

At that very moment Bill came to the open 
front door and she had to move into the shadow. 
She heard him call: 

“Marrie, it’s a wonderful night! Come out 
here and look at this moon I had hung up heré 
for you!” 

Marian came out and Jean thought they 
would stand there forever: presently they went 
in and Bill shut the door emphatically and Jean 
heard the bolt turn. Her key would do her-no 
good now! 

Suddenly she remembered her beret which she 
had tossed off during their game that afternoon; 
she felt around on the dark ground. Good! 
Here it was! 

Boldly then she rang the door-bell and pretty 
soon Bill’s face appeared around the edge of 
the door; he had his collar off and he looked so 
funny and surprised. when he saw her that she 
wanted to laugh as she spoke: ; 

“T left my beret out there. I wanted it. I 
looked for it.” 

That was very clumsy and almost a lie and 
Jean felt ashamed, but how could she tell her 
story now? If a clumsy attempt was made to 
rescue Flower, her captors might make away 
with her and that would be worse than ever! 

Jean escaped to her room at once. Smuff 
pretended that he had been keeping an anxious 
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watch for her but his cushion gave évidence of 
having been well occupied. She went to the 
window; the Dark House as usual looked empty 
and silent and as if evil hovered over it. Was 
the White Princess as safe as she seemed to 
think? She probably had no knowledge of the 
presence of those evil-looking men in the house 
—Jean could not sleep for a long time thinking 
about it. 

The next day Jean looked everywhere at 
school for Flower without finding her, even in 
the dancing-class which was really the only 
place one could count on seeing her. 

The hour for the class arrived—the class met 
—began—still Flower did not come! Had some 
evil befallen her the night before? 


CHAPTER VII 
CLUES! 


EAN’S fears, however, proved to be un- 
J founded, for ten minutes later Flower came 
hurrying in, looking nervous and excited. 
She spoke a few quiet words to the teacher, then 
took her regular place in the class, just in front 
of Jean. As she came forward their eyes met; 
evidently Flower noticed Jean’s vivid interest 
for she flushed and then turned pale again. 

The lesson began with a review of their steps 
for the past week, then a new step was outlined. 
When they had a working knowledge of it, 
Miss Harris instructed them: 

“Now we will all form a circle—all facing 
to the right, one behind the other, and do the 
step as we move along: one-two-three—cross 
—lift—four—; right—left—cross—left; now, 
Miss Martin, the music, please. Now, girls, 
again——one-two-three—” 

How beautifully Flower took the simple steps! 
Toe pointed gracefully and her heel at that diffi- 
cult angle that gave her such light balance: when 
she took the “cross lift” step, she swayed upward 
like a real flower in a breeze and her arms rose 


naturally and gracefully above her head. 
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Their lesson had not yet included the arm- 
movements, but evidently Flower was so in- 
fluenced by the music that she had forgotten 
that; she swayed more on each step and rose 
higher on her toes! Jean, herself, could hardly 
dance for watching her—then the voice of Miss 
Harris cut across the music: 

“Flower Dumont!” 

Flower stopped abruptly and obeyed the 
beckoning finger of Miss Harris with obvious 
reluctance, and seemed as reluctant too, to an- 
swer the rapid fire of questions addressed to her. 

As they circled around and around, Jean man- 
aged to move close to the two and to delay her 
own step as if confused in it; she was rewarded 
for this bit of strategy by hearing Miss Harris 
say sharply: 

“Of course, if you wish to be mysterious!” 

Flower replied with a quick lift of her head. 

“Very well, I will dance. ‘Blue Danube,’ 
please!” 

The girls stopped short in their circle and 
formed an admiring background. Jean had 
never seen anything so lovely as the dancing 
Flower; her bright hair floated around her and 
her eyes were more alive than Jean had ever seen 
them. She was like a fairy, light and agile and 
graceful. As she stared, her eyes met Flower’s 
and as if the look had broken a spell, Flower 
faltered in the middle of a step and the look of 
far-away happiness which had been on her face 
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melted into her habitual one of cold timidity. 
She dropped from tip-toe and hurried to Miss 
Harris and in the silence they all could hear 
what she said: 

“TI forget the rest—I—do not feel well! I 
should like to be excused from the rest of the 
lesson, if you don’t mind.” | 

Miss Harris consented at once but watched 
her keenly as she crossed to the door with the 
little flying step that was peculiarly her own. 

Jean came to this class the next day with hopes 
of getting some solution of at least part of the 
mystery. Just as she entered the room, she no- 
ticed that Miss Harris and the mathematics 
teacher were standing near the door talking and 
she essayed a bold stroke. Standing patiently 
by as if she had a message to deliver to Miss 
Harris, she heard some of the conversation. 

Miss Smith was saying: 

“taking extra math with me instead of com- 
ing in your class, Harry.” 

“T wondered what she would do with that 
half-hour,” answered Miss Harris, “for she is 
not to have any in-door exercise at all—orders 
from the Big Boss, But if that child was not 
trained in the Miller ballet-school in London, 
then I don’t know anything about dancing!” 

That was another bit of mystery surrounding 
this strange girl—she had been trained as a stage- 
dancer! Maybe she was some one famous—they 
were often kidnaped, too! 
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On Wednesday, Jean forgot all about her Prin- 
cess for there was some excitement at home to 
thrill her. Just before dinner, she and her 
father were engaged in a mild scuffle for the pos- 
session of the big old easy-chair and had just 
effected a compromise, whereby they. both could 
occupy it if he would sit back and let Smuff sit 
on his knees, when they heard the door-bell ring 
several times, then Marian’s excited voice ask- 
ing Greta: 

““Where’s everybodyr Is Father home yet?” 

“Here, Marian”; her father went to the door 
of the library. “Come in here and don’t frighten 
your mother. What’s the matter? Anything 
wrong with Bill?” 

Mother had heard the excitement for now 
she came hurrying in, pale but calm, asking 
quickly: 

“‘Tweedles! Oh, Marian, has something hap- 
pened—” 

Before she finished her question, Celeste came 
in, looking just as frightened as Mother, and 
Marian seeing their alarm, replied at once: 

“Don’t worry, both the Williams are all right. 
It’s just that I have been frightened to death!” 

Her voice failed her and she sank into a chair. 
Jean had never seen any one faint but she knew 
that Marian was fainting for Mother rushed to 
her and Dad got some kind of a drink out of his 
desk and made Marian drink it. The color 
came. back to her face and she sat up: 
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“fm all right, now, thanks—but I’m still 
trembling all over!” 

“What is it, Marian?” demanded Celeste: 
“You'll drive us crazy—what happened to 
your” , 

Marian held up her left hand. Her wedding- 
ring was there, but the lovely square diamond 
that was her engagement ring was gone. 

“T’ve been robbed!” she explained. 

Jean’s thoughts flew to the Dark House so 
close to Marian’s; as she suspected, it must be a 
den of thieves! Perhaps Flower was a child- 
member of the gang, like Oliver Twist, and 
crawled through windows for them and got into 
places that men couldn’t; she was so innocent- 
looking that no one would ever suspect her. Had 
Flower anything to do with Marian’s loss? 

“Burglarse” questioned Dad: “When did it 
happen? What were they like? Did you call 
the police? Where’s Bill?” 

Marian was half laughing and half crying as 
she replied: 

“Tt wasn’t burglars. I was held up on the 
Porter Road, just a few minutes ago! Listen— 
let me tell you. Bill is down state and he won’t 
be home until about nine to-night. He’s going 
to Detroit to-morrow morning and I went to 
the bank to cash a check for him this afternoon. 
While I was there, I decided to draw out our 
balance—two hundred and seven dollars, because 
we are opening an account in Doris Deller’s 
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bank—I mean the one where her husband is 
cashier. After I drew it I saw that I wouldn’t 
have time to get to our new bank before it closed, 
so I decided to wait until to-morrow. Don’t 
look at me like that, Dad—I know now how fool- 
ish it was! Then I did some shopping and I met 
Madda Brown and she wanted to see the new 
picture at the Palatial and by that time it was 
dark. But I never thought about being afraid. 
I dropped Madda off at her house and then 
drove right out of town.” 

“What sort of aman held you up?” Jean felt 
that the detective should have a voice by this 
time. ‘Was he alone or was there more than 
one—and if so, were they both men?” 

Marian continued with her story without 
answering Jean. 

“A car had been following me ever since I 
left Madda’s, but I didn’t think a thing about 
it until it passed me on that lonely stretch just 
out of town—then it suddenly lurched and cut 
right across in front of me; I had to jam on the 
brakes quick or I would have run right into it. 
Then the next thing I knew a man in a mask 
opened the door and poked a gun at me and said, 
‘Don’t yell or Vl shoot! Hand over that 
money!’ So I did and then he saw my ring and 
made me take it off and give it to him.” 

“What was his license number?” Jean 
grabbed a note-book off the table and poised a 
pencil over it; it felt very professional! Or was 
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it reporters and not detectives who always used 
note-books? 

“My dear child,” Marian answered sarcasti- 
cally, “when you’ve had a gun pointed at you, 
you don’t even think of a license number! He 
pulled away and I turned my car around and 
came right here as quickly as I could!” 

“Stay here now, Marian,” Dad arranged. “Ill 
call the police and drive out to your house with 
them and stay till Bill comes.” 

“Can I go too, Dad?” Jean inquired eagerly 
although she knew that the answer would of 
course be “No.” She seized the opportunity to 
make a point. 

‘Well, if I can’t go now, can I go out on 
Friday and spend the week-end?” 

In the tenseness of the moment, without fur- 
ther consideration, both her mother and Marian 
promised that she ‘might. 

Dad and the police were to go out after din- 
ner; a telephone call to Verena had found all 
calm, as usual but Marian was worried about the 
baby. A squad had been sent out to search the 
roads for the car and there was no reason for 
thinking the bandit would go to Marian’s house; 
he wanted money, not a baby, as Dad reassured 
her. 

“Marian,” began Jean, when they were at 
table, “what did the man look like?” 

“Jean, I told you he had a mask on—how 
could I tell what he looked like?” 
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“T know—but I mean what was the rest of him 
like; did you notice what kind. of hands he had?” 
A detective always looked at hands. 

“No, except that one of them held a gun!” 

“Can you tell us anything more about him or 
his car that I can tell the police, Marian?” her 
father questioned. 

Marian frowned in her effort to remember: 

“He was thin, I noticed—quite boyish-look- 
ing.” 

“Was he small?” Jean burst out in excitement. 
Perhaps it was Flower, dressed as a boy! How 
exciting if she was a child-criminal! Marian’s 
reply was disappointing. . 

“No—dquite tall; stringy, you know, like Tom 
Horton: he had on a coat like a soldier’s uni- 
form with a high collar and buttons, but it wasn’t 
khaki, it was dark cloth and I think I noticed 
leather leggings as he ran back to his car. I was 
too scared to pay any attention!” 

“A chauffeur?” Jean was even more excited 
now. 

“Yes, I guess he was dressed like a chauffeur, 
but he had a battered old felt hat pulled down 
over his eyes; now that you speak of it, I believe 
that if he had worn a cap he would have looked 
like a chauffeur.” 

“A clue!” Jean congratulated herself. “I 
must have another look to-morrow at the chauf- 
feur of Flower’s car and see if I can find out if 
he isn’t tall and thin!” 
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After Dad left Jean was sent upstairs to study 
and then to go to bed; at breakfast the next morn- 
ing, her father reported an eventless evening; 
they had not been held up or even stopped and 
everything was as usual at Marian’s. Bill had 
come back and had already called for Marian 
that morning. The baby had been fine and 
“hadn’t even been polite enough to wake up to 
say hello to his own grandfather—the insolent 
young rascal!” Dad was just crazy about that 
baby, too, but he liked to tease Jean by abusing 
him. 

To-day Jean felt that school activities were a 
bore and took too much time from one who had 
already embarked on a career. However, Jean’s 
mother had promised her a violin for Christmas 
if she would learn to: play the piano pretty well 
first. Jean adored the violin—besides that, Sher- 
lock Holmes had solved some of ‘his best cases 
while practicing his violin! So when she was 
told to stay after school for a few evenings for 
extra practice, she submitted with a good grace 
although it meant that she would have to aban- 
don her investigation of Flower’s chauffeur for 
a few days. 

On Friday, Jean reminded her mother of her 
promise that she might visit Marian over the 
week-end. 

“But perhaps Marian has other plans, dear,” 
her mother objected, “and I don’t think you 
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should be with grown people so much. Stay a 
little girl as long as you.can!” 

“Tweedles isn’t a grown person—not exactly!” 
Jean retorted, “and Marian and Bill both said 
they’d love to have me come out soon again.” 

“Well, run along to school and I'll call up 
Marian and see,” was all the satisfaction she got. 

Jean burst into the house after school, having 
abandoned the. chestnut-munching Gee-gee at 
the foot of the steps without any ceremony and, 
seeking her mother, found her talking in the 
living-room to Celeste, who sat with her hat and 
coat on and her week-end bag beside her. Jean 
could hardly wait to know her fate. 

“Oh, Mother, can I go?” she questioned 
eagerly. “Did Marian say yes? Oh, Celeste, 
are you going away, too?” 

“T’m going to Marian’s with you,” was the 
reply that startled Jean. “I’ve promised her this 
week-end for a long time. Too bad Florrie isn’t 
here and then the three of us would be together 
again!” 

“But won’t Mother be lonesome?” 

Jean tried to think of a way out, for having 
Celeste there would spoil everything. There 
was only one guest-room at Marian’s so she and 
Celeste would have to share it; how would she 
get out at night to pursue her investigations? 

“Mother and Dad are going to make a little 
visit to Jack in Chicago to-morrow,” Mother 
smiled, ‘‘so you don’t have to worry about us!” 
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Presently Marian called for them and they 
went off, the three girls sitting squeezed together 
waving at their mother, and Smuff, who was 
standing on Jean’s knees, barking wildly. Jean 
was outwardly the gayest of the three but she 
was seriously turning something over in her 
mind. ° 

How was she going to pursue her rescue of 
Flower Dumont from the mysterious Dark 
House without interference from Celeste? 


CHAPTER VIII 
THE UNDETECTED DETECTIVE 


HEY hurried through dinner because 

Marian’s card-club was to meet there 

that night. Jean helped to make the 
sandwiches and she arranged all the little col- 
ored cakes on their Jace-covered plates; a pink, 
a chocolate, a white, a yellow, in geometrical 
precision, so that they looked very gay and deco- 
rative. 

“Jean, you are such a treasure!” Marian de- 
clared fervently. “Are you sure you want to go 
right upstairs? Why not stay down at least long 
enough to say hello to everybody?” 

“No, thanks, Marian: I’d rather go up right 
now. Where is Celeste? Has she gone upstairs 
to dress?” 

“Poor Celeste—didn’t you know? Oh, no, 
that’s so—you were upstairs with Tweedles. 
Celeste has one of her headaches—I guess it 
was that lobster we had for luncheon; anyway, 
she has gone right up to bed. Isn’t it a shame? 
I’m so sorry!” 

Jean softly opened her bedroom, hoping 
against hope that Celeste would be asleep. But 


she was doomed to disappointment for Celeste 
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was stretched out on the chaise-longue with a 
dampened handkerchief over her eyes. 

“Jean, is that you? TI got thinking about how 
Marian got held up and I can’t sleep. Will you 
read to me for awhile? No, no detective stories, 
thanks; not to-night! Get the Tennyson on the 
book-shelf—any of the poems will do. I feel 
like being soothed.” 

Jean opened the book at random; the lovely 
verses she read were to her a meaningless jumble 
of words, for all her thoughts were taken up with 
her own problem. While she was sitting there 
reading, what danger might not be threatening 
poor little Flower in the Dark House? On the 
other hand, what might she not be doing? Her 
pale and timid look might be just a mask to cover 
her criminality. A new thought! Daughters 
of many very rich families went to Laurelton— 
perhaps Flower was there to get information! 

“Jean,” Celeste’s voice broke in on her reverie, 
“you are simply making hash of it, so stop for 
goodness’ sake. I think I'll take a couple of 
aspirins and go to bed. I simply cannot see with 
this headache, but if you want to stay up awhile 
and read, it’s all right with me—I’ll put a hand- 
kerchief over my eyes.” 

Celeste was so fussy! She had to wash her 
stockings and hang them up just so; she had to 
brush her hair a certain number of strokes and 
cold-cream her face; then she did a lot of exer- 
cises before the open window while Jean sat 
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there and fumed; would Celeste never get to bed 
so that she might be free? 

Eventually, Celeste did get into her bed and 
complained: 

“Oh, dear, I can’t stand that light after all! 
Won’t you please hurry to bed, Jean, and put it 
out?” : 

“All right.” Jean reached for the switch and 
the room became dark. 

“Aren’t you going to undress first?” Celeste 
demanded. “You didn’t have to take me quite 
so literally.” 

“T can undress in the dark.” That fact was 
true, Jean comforted her conscience, and she had 
only said she could, not that she meant to—yet! 
She sat patiently waiting on the side of her bed 
until Celeste should fall asleep. 

There was silence and then Celeste asked: 

“Surely you aren’t in bed, are you? I didn’t 
hear you take off your shoes. You don’t have 
to be so terribly quiet, I’m not trying to sleep— 
I’m just resting.” 

Jean took off her shoes and dropped them with 
two loud thumps on the floor; there! Silence 
again: Jean waited a long time then breathlessly 
approached Celeste’s bed and leaning over her 
whispered softly: 

“Celeste?” 

Complete silence followed, but just as Jean 
turned away in relief, Celeste’s voice made her 
jump: 
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“What is it, child? What did you call me 
fore” 

“T didn’t call you—I just wanted to see if you 
were asleep!” 

Celeste laughed in an annoyed tone: 

“For goodness’ sake—waking me up .to ask 
if I was asleep! Go to bed, little girl, and please 
leave me in peace!” 

After another long silence, Jean put on her 
dark sweater and her tennis sneakers and tiptoed 
to the door. When she had left the room she 
would be safe, for even if Celeste did wake up, 
she would not light the light for fear of disturb- 
ing Jean. 

Jean took Smuff under her arm so that he 
would not be moved by his usual curiosity to 
know what was going on in the living-room. 
Marian’s door key, secured earlier in the eve- 
ning, was in her pocket. The guests would stay 
late; there would be no trouble sneaking in to- 
night. 

Down the hillside they went, with Smuff wrig- 
gling with joy at this unexpected evening 
excursion; down to the wall, up on the stump 
and so to her accustomed post. Everything was 
quiet and everything was dark. There was no 
light in the cupola to-night; what did that mean? 
Had Flower already been rescued, or the gang 
already dispersed? No—the house was still oc- 
cupied. A slight glimmer of light showed 
through the slits in the shutters. 
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The lighted room had a little balcony outside 
its bay-window that was just a few feet above the 
ground; any one could reach that balcony and 
standing there, could find a chink in the shutters 
and look through into the room! , 

It would be dangerous, but what detective ever 
thought of danger? None of the gang that Jean 
had seen had come from this side of the grounds; 
it was far away from the entrance-road and also 
the part of the wall where the man had climbed 
over. 

_It was imperative that Jean should see into 
that lighted room! Perhaps Flower was being 
tortured—perhaps murdered! Perhaps being 
forced against her will to take part in these rob- 
beries and thefts. Jean felt that she just had to 
get on that balcony and see what was going on 
in that tight-shtittered room! 

She boosted Smuff to the wall and then 
climbed up herself and looked for a good 
landing place for them both; the garden was 
unkempt, the brown grass grew high and the 
leaves were driven into thick piles by the wind. 
~ “Don’t be afraid, Smuffie!” She picked him 
up by his harness and dropped him onto a nice, 
deep pile of leaves. He was wearing his hated 
muzzle for otherwise he might bark: it did 
lessen his usefulness, but it was good to have his 
company on such a scary adventure. 

She dropped over herself and then circled in 
a large curve to the left, to keep in the shadow 
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of the trees; here no one could possibly see her, 
from the house, the garden or the wall. She 
kept a wary eye in all directions and Smuff 
seemed to sense their danger for he kept close to 
her heels, looking alert at any small noise but 
not attempting to follow it or to bark. 

She had gotten about halfway to the house 
when there was a sudden rustling noise in the 
deep darkness beyond. Her heart stood still and 
Smuff pricked up his ears and grew rigid. Could 
somebody be there, watching them? 

Something dashed across their path with a 
suddenness that almost made her scream aloud 
but she gave only a frightened squawk. To her 
relief she saw it-was the big black cat who had 
been frightened from his resting place by the 
presence of Smuff. She had to use all her 
strength on the leash to keep Smuff from pursu- 
ing the cat across the yard! 

As soon as it was out of sight; Smuff quieted 
down and they pursued their cautious approach; 
nothing else happened in the short few minutes 
it took to approach the balcony; it was an easy 
climb up and over the balustrade and Jean’s 
rubber soles made no sound on its wooden floor. 
She lifted Smuff up to the wide ledge; he did 
not care for this type of adventure; chasing that 
bold black cat, with much barking and a good 
deal of action, was more his idea of sport, but 
whatever Jean wanted was his law! 

Before applying her eye to the shutters, Jean 
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looked fearfully around; this was a dreadful 
thing she was doing, even if it had been the home 
of respectable people—how much more daring 
to spy on criminals! If she were seen there was 
little chante of escape but there must be no 
running away now that she was here! She ap- 
plied her eye to a crack in one of the shutters. 
_After the darkness, at first her eyes were daz- 
zled by the light within, but after they be- 
came accustomed to it she saw that she was 
staring into a large room with a fireplace in the 
opposite wall. She gave a searching look around 
the limited area that her eyes commanded. The 
room was made entirely of dark brown wood 
divided into large panels. There were neither 
pictures in sight nor ornaments on the corner of 
the mantel-shelf that came within her vision. 

Her attention did not remain long on studying 
the room, for seated on one side of the fire- 
place was the old man she had seen twice before. 
Undoubtedly it was the same man, for he had 
the thick white hair, but to-night it seemed to 
grow only far back on his head, revealing a fore- 
lock of dark brown between two bald temples. 
What an eerie creature, although he did not look 
a bit decrepit and his face wasn’t a bit old! 

His deep-set eyes were fastened on something 
across the hearth and cautiously Jean shifted her 
position to a different crack. 

Seated there in a big chair, laughing and ap- 
parently on the best of terms with the strange 
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old man, with a little color in her cheeks and the 
timid, frightened look entirely gone from her 
face, was Flower Dumont! 

She vanished all at once as Jean heard the 
strains of music; then Flower crossed her vision, 
dancing as she had at school but with more aban- 
don, doing most difficult steps on the very tips 
of the little pink satin ballet-slippers she wore. 
She made a lovely picture as she twisted and 
whirled in her soft pink chiffon frock, but all 
the time the old man sat with his eyes immov- 
ably fixed on her and with no expression on his. 
pallid face. 

There was suddenly another figure in the 
room, standing beside the chair of the old man 
and he had not come through the door, which 
Jean could see was on the other side of Flower’s 
chair. He seemed suddenly to have materialized 
out of nowhere! Now he reached and pushed 
something in the wall and the panel, which Jean 
had not noticed was open behind him, slid into 
place and looked so solid it was almost impos- 
sible to believe that it had ever moved. 

The man was the chauffeur who called for 
Flower! He had no cap on and he held a bat- 
tered old felt hat in his hand and he was tall and 
thin—ves, stringy was the word, like Tom Hor- 
ton! Jean was now convinced beyond doubt that 
this house was the headquarters of a dangerous 
gang and that this was the very man who had 
held up Marian. The thought frightened her 


94 SECRET OF THE DARK HOUSE 


so that she straightened abruptly to hurry.away. 
This movement after her long stillness fright- 
ened Smuff, who had been standing on the rail- 
ing of the balcony with her hand on his head. 
He uttered a muffled bark; it pierced the silence 
of the night sharply. 

With one startled leap Jean was over the 
balustrade with Smuff in her arms and into the 
shadow of the trees; she crouched behind a big 
old oak and saw the balcony shutter open and 
the light stream out across the dark ground. 
She had a hard time to hold Smuff, who strug- 
gled in her arms and looked up eagerly. Then 
Jean saw the black cat which had caused his agi- 
tation, on a big branch just over their heads; it 
jumped suddenly and made for the balcony as 
if it had been shot from a gun. 

Just as it slipped between two of the pillars, 
it meowed; perhaps that explained the noise to 
the occupants of the room, for after a pause, 
during which Jean scarcely dared to breathe, she 
saw the light go out—then the shutters were 
closed, and the window was fastened inside; then 
all was silent as before. 

Jean waited some time before she rose to her 
feet and left the shelter of the oak and then she 
did so with misgivings. She must go even 
deeper into the frightening darkness of the trees; 
some one was probably watching from between 
those ominous closed shutters! 

he underbrush was thick here and it was very 
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dark and that made walking difficult; once Jean 
fell over a tree-root and lay there a moment in 
terror, dreading some alien thing that might have 
been lying in wait for her here. Smuff’s warm 
tongue on her face reassured her and she rose to 
her feet, thankful that she was not hurt. There 
seemed to be a little skin off her knees, and a 
bump below her eye, but.that was nothing seri- 
ous. And here was the wall; it was easy to 
climb, knowing that safety was on the other 
side! ° 

In lifting Smuff up to the wall, her hand 
passed his throat and she felt a movement there; 
he was going to growl. She sank back into the 
bushes, muffling Smuff’s head in her sweater; 
some new danger threatened. 

Farther down on the wall, a dark shadow 
moved—a man’s head. He rose into the air, 
lightly mounting the wall, while she sat there 
petrified into absolute rigidity. It was the same 
man that had climbed the wall in the same spot 
a week ago. It was another member of the gang 
returning from some scene of his crime. This 
time he did not whistle, but with stealthy tread, 
made for the house quickly. Fortunately he was 
in a hurry, for with a sudden wrench, Smuff had 
jerked his head free. Jean had had a narrow 
escape for the second time that night. 

She had been too concerned in keeping Smuff 
quiet to notice whether the front door had 
opened and shut for this man, but as she now 
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listened, everything was quiet and she could 
see nothing move anywhere. Cautiously she 
mounted the wall and pulled Smuff up with her, 
hastily she climbed the hill and crossed the road 
—a haste born of panic! 

As usual, the sights and sounds of every day 
calmed her. The party was still going on: there 
was the sound of voices and laughter and music; 
the pleasant sounds of sane, normal living. How 
good they sounded! 

She entered silently and silently she opened. 
her bedroom door; it was very quiet; the only 
sound being the soft breathing of Celeste. She 
unmuzzled Smuff, who shook himself violently 
before retiring to his bed. Once in bed, Jean 
pulled the clothes closely around her with a 
warm feeling of being protected. 

To-night she did not go-to the window to look 
at the mysterious Dark House. Just now the 
detective was more interested in safety and 
peace! 


CHAPTER IX 


THIEF! 


HE soft gurgle of Tweedles’ voice and 

the smell of coffee and of bacon as Jean 

descended to breakfast the next morning 

made her adventure of the night before seem 

wildly improbable. But Marian reminded her 
of it by the horrified exclamation: 

“Why, Jean, what have you done to your 
eyer” ° 

Jean tenderly felt the bump under her. eye; 
she had noticed it just now when she had wilshed 
her face and she had her story ready. She would 
never have become a detective if she had known 
how many evasions of the truth it demanded. 
It troubled her particularly because Jack had 
such contempt for a lie. What would he have 
thought of her for telling only part of the truth, 
as she was going to do now? 

“T tripped in the dark last night and I 
fell.” 

Marian ran upstairs to the medicine-chest to 
get some ointment for the eye. Jean was glad 
that the teasing Bill had already left for the day. 
Celeste came hurrying down with Marian: 

“Jean, dear, I’m so sorry! It’s my fault for 
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I shouldn’t have made you undress and go to bed 
in the dark. Why didn’t you call me?” 

Jean was doubly ashamed. 

“Oh, it’s all right; it doesn’t hurt. How’s 
your headache?” 

“Completely gone, thanks. Marian, there’s 
the bell—who do you suppose is calling at this 
hour of the morning?” 

It proved to be Gee-gee, brimming with im- 
portance and news. She accepted the invitation 
to her second breakfast without any urging, but 
for once news was more important than food, 
for she let a muffin get cold on her plate, while 
she talked. 

“Say, listen, what do you think—Aunt Ellen 
was held up last night!” 

“Held up!” 

Marian and Celeste had turned pale, and Jean 
felt that she herself had blanched—and with 
reason, for she had seen the culprits! 

Gee-gee, pleased at the sensation she had made, 
continued with vivacity: 

“Aunt Ellen had Carolyn with her—you 
know, she’s Carolyn’s grandmother and she was 
just driving the car into the grounds at her own 
house—you know she still drives that funny old 
electric which must be about a thousand years 
old but she won’t let Uncle George sell it or 
anything—Aunt Ellen and grandma both like it 
—they’re crazy! Can I have another muffin, 
please?—-and she was just turning into her own 
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driveway when a man jumped out from behind 
a tree and he stuck a gun in her face and he says, 
‘Give me that satchel’—Aunt Ellen always car- 
ries her jewelry with her because she won’t trust 
her maids nor the bank, either, and he grabbed 
it and she says, ‘I won’t let you have my car, 
though,’ and he says, ‘Keep your car, lady, I 
don’t collect no antiques,’ and he walked off and 
then he ran, and Aunt Ellen screamed and the 
gardener came running, and Cardlyn began to 
cry and the gardener wouldn’t take the electric 
and chase the robber like Aunt Ellen wanted him 
to—” Gee-gee paused for breath and a bite 
of muffin. “Then the gardener says to Aunt 
Ellen: ‘Him with a gun and me in that show- 
case? Not me!’ and Aunt Ellen was mad and 
called him a coward, and he said all right, if 
she felt like that about it he’d just as soon quit 
and Aunt Ellen could find herself another gar- 
dener—or a policeman if—” 

Gee-gee would have gone on and on; nobody 
ever listened to her and it was a new and pleasur- 
able sensation to be the center of interest. Jean 
interrupted; her investigations must begin. It 
was time for her to be on the job! 

“What did the man look like? Tall or short? 
What was he dressed like? Did he wear a hat 
and if so, what kind?” 

Gee-gee giggled: 

“Gosh, Jean, you sound like examination ques- 
tions! I don’t know any of the answers. Uncle 
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George came in to tell Papa about it this morn- 
ing and Carolyn came with him. Well, I got to 
be going, I guess—Tommy let me off here to 
come and tell you. He went on to Greg Deller’s 
to pick up some golf-clubs he left there—there 
goes his horn. See you Monday, Jean—thanks 
for the muffins, Marian, they were swell—bye!” 

Before the girls could begin a discussion of 
this new topic, the telephone rang and Marian 
answered it; when she came back she looked 
even paler than before; she exclaimed: __ 

“Girls, what do you think! That was Doris 
and she and Tommy have been comparing notes. 
Do you know the Mervin estate—that gorgeous 
big estate about twenty miles along the State 
Road—oh, you must remember it, Celeste—a 
regular show-place. Mr. Mervin is the presi- 
dent of Greg’s bank—yes, that one! Well, they 
were robbed last night. and Doris and Tommy 
figured it out and it was just about the same time 
that his Aunt Ellen was robbed!” 

“What did they taker” queried Celeste, “did 
Doris say?” 

“A little money and some jewelry that was in 
a wall-safe in the library; there were a lot of 
papers strewn around the floor and Tommy said 
that showed that the thief was in a hurry and 
that he knew what he wanted for he didn’t touch 
a thing else.” 

“Did they take photos of the fingerprints on 
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the safe?” said Jean, feeling proud of herself for 
thinking of it. 

“They didn’t leave any; that’s why they are 
pretty sure it was professional thieves. Or a 
thief, for probably it was the same man that 
committed both the robberies.” 

“Flardly!” Jean’s curtness was that of the ex- 
pert instructing amateurs, “for they were both 
done at the same time and far apart; no, it looks 
like a gang. Did any one see this man at all?” 

“No, they were all at dinner; nobody saw any 
one either come or go but the butler said that 
there had been a large fat man lingering around 
the gate that day and finally he had chased him 
away.” 

Jean had seen that very fat man go into the 
Dark House the first night of her vigil! This 
was the work of the gang! 

“They don’t think he was the one that did it, 
although he probably was in the thing,” con- 
tinued Marian, who had gleaned a great deal of 
information during her phone call, “for who- 
ever did it had entered through a small window 
in a telephone-closet just under the big stair- 
case. It is hidden outside by a fir tree, although 
all the other windows are visible from either the 
road or the garage. This window had been jim- 
mied open—a tiny window—no man, especially 
a fat one, could possibly have gotten through it.” 

Flower! This was her connection with the 
gang! Her-turret-light was probably to call the 
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band of thieves together. Then Jean remem- 
bered her pale, sad face and was sure that 
Flower’s connection with them must be against 
her will. It was necessary to rescue her at once! 
Suppose the gang were caught and put in jail, 
no one would ever believe that it was not 
Flower’s own fault! Remembering her own 
keen desire to have the life of a criminal not so 
very long ago, Jean felt a great sympathy for 
Flower. - 

Jean left Marian and Celeste still talking 
about the crime and went out into the little gar- 
den and climbed the wall to look over and down 
into the grounds of the Dark House. 

Sitting in the invalid-chair in the sun and 
well wrapped up, sat the old man, bent and 
feeble looking. He wore no hat and his white 
hair glistened in the sun. Because he wore no 
hat and because she had seen that hair pushed 
back on his head, Jean knew it was a wig, like 
the man in Edwin Drood. He was disguised 
like that so that no one would believe that a 
feeble old man would be the head of a gang of 
thieves! 

Here in this house, so open to the road that it 
did not look furtive and yet so completely hid- 
den that it was not easily watched, these crimes 
that were alarming the whole country-side were 
hatched. People thought it must be a gang from 
Chicago—automobiles made it possible. No one 
knew that the criminals were in the very heart 


THIEF! 103 


of the community. That information rested with 
Jean alone! 

While Jean watched, Flower, came running 
out of the house directly to the side of the old 
man; she spread'a rug onto a pile of leaves and 
opening a book she carried, she sat down and 
began to read. 

The man leaned forward and spoke to her and 
Flower rose immediately to her feet and faced. 
him, and a heated argument seemed to follow, 
judging by the way Flower stamped her foot and 
waved her hands.- If she were terrorized, 
thought Jean, she would hardly dare to be so 
bold ; suddenly the old man half-rose in his chair, 
and Flower turned and ran into the house. 

Soon she returned with slow sullen steps, 
carrying a large varicolored ball, and began 
playing with it listlessly, throwing it into the air 
and. letting it fall while she half-heartedly tried 
to catch it. 

The old man watched her silently for a few 
moments, when the chauffeur appeared, dressed 
as when he drove Flower to school, in uniform 
and peaked cap, and giving his arm to the old 
man, helped him to rise and assisted him into 
the house. 

In the meantime Flower became more inter- 
ested in her game, throwing the ball very high 
in the air and running to catch it as it fell. 

At that moment, Verena wheeled Tweedles in 
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his stroller around the corner of the house and 
Jean had an idea: 

“Let me take the baby for a walk, will you, 
Verenar”’ ; 

“T don’ know, Miss Jean; Miss Marian she’s 
very particlar about not wheelin’ him on this 
hyah automobile road—she’s scared about that— 
she is!” 

“But [ll keep on the path—go on in and ask 
Miss Marian if I can’t—and, Verena, will you 
please bring Smuff’s leash when you come out?” 

Jean felt that she had two ace cards when she 
walked down the old road that she had discov- 
ered during that first visit to Marian after vaca- 
tion, two weeks ago. If Flower didn’t “fall for” 
the baby, then she must for Smuff—nobody 
could resist them both! 

Flower’s ball-playing had brought her be- 
tween the trees and into the driveway near the 
old gate, just as Jean had hoped it would. Jean 
pushed the irresistible T'weedles close to the gate 
and called, 

“Look, Flower!” 

Flower’s ball fell and rolled away and she 
turned to flee. Jean called coaxingly: 

“Don’t run away—I want to show you some- 
thing!” 

Flower’s curiosity made her turn and Jean 
added: 

“Look at my nephew—isn’t he sweet?” 

Tweedles waved his hands and gurgled and 
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the victory was won. Flower moved close to the 
gate, really smiling for the first time since Jean 
had seen her, then sank to her knees, putting her 
hand between the bars of the gate to caress the 
baby. He grabbed it and put one of her fingers 
in his mouth to chew on.’ . 

Smuff was never jealous of the baby, but he 
liked to have his share of attention, so he moved 
close to the gate and put his little black nose 
close to Flower’s other hand. 

“Oh, you darling, sweet little dog 

Flower petted him enthusiastically. The 
black cat, which had been following Flower at 
a distance, sat down a discreet distance away, 
surveying the undignified scene with regal dis- 
dain. A moment later, she rose with dignity and 
turned her back and sat again, aloof and mys- 
terious like some spectral guardian of the strange 
girl. Her haughtiness. annoyed Smuff almost 
beyond endurance; his sharp yells of anguish 
constantly interrupted the conversation of the 
two girls. 

“Do you live here?” began Jean, and then, not 
to be rude, added: “I live in Granville, you 
know, but I’m visiting my married sister, who 
lives up there on the State Road”—she waved 
toward it vaguely. Flower must not know its 
exact position; she must not suspect that Jean 
had seen anything! 

“Yes, I live here.” That was all Flower 
answered. 
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“Ts the old man in the garden your father?” 

“He’s my grandfather ; my father’s father. My 
father is dead.” Flower’s reserve seemed to be 
somewhat melted by the baby’s charm and 
Smuff’s amusing anguish. 

“Ts your mother dead, too?” 

It might be that Flower’s mother was one of 
the gang; Jean waited anxiously for her re- 
sponse. , 

“No, she lives in England; my grandfather 
doesn’t like her. But I like her! She never 
made me do what I don’t want!” 

Her face clouded over and Jean thought she 
was going to cry. 

“Miss Flower, where are your” . 

It was a man’s voice that called from the 
direction of the house and again the look of fear 
came to the kneeling girl’s face. Gently loosening 
her hand from the baby’s grasp, she ran back 
on the drive without even a backward look. Only 
the big striped ball in the road and the big black 
cat moving away through the underbrush con- 
vinced Jean that the White Princess had really 
been there. . 

Had she been kidnaped from her mother in 
England? Was she perhaps a duchess or a 
countess held for ransom? ‘Then another state- 
ment came to Jean’s mind—“She never made me 
do what I don’t want.” . 

Jean felt that her last guess was correct. 
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Flower was being forced by cruelty to lead a 
criminal life! 

The noise of a motor made her hastily wheel 
the strolier away from the gate and begin to 
climb the road at the side of the hill. There 
was nothing suspicious in the sight of a girl 
wheeling a baby up a hill! She might have 
come from one of those little houses beyond the 
turn, far down the road. She heard the car stop 
inside the gate. She ventured to look back. 

The chauffeur had dismounted to open the 
gate; after he had driven the car through, he 
went back and closed and locked the gate after 
him. 

The car passed her as she labored up the hill 
with the heavy stroller. She looked in as it 
passed. Flower was in the car with a woman 
dressed in plain black. Flower gazed straight 
ahead as if she did not even see Jean. 

Flower was a prisoner of the gang! 


CHAPTER X 


MURDER! 


feur was killed defending his mistress. 
She was returning from Chicago where 
she had gone to attend a ball given by her sister- 
in-law, the mother of Milla and Freddy and 
Dale, and the chauffeur had met her at the train. 

Her maid, who had refused to give up the 
jewel-case which she was carrying, had been 
dragged out of the car by the two bandits. The 
chauffeur, who was her husband, had hit one of 
them in the jaw and the other had brought his 
gun down on the chauffeur’s head, killing him 
instantly. 

The news was telephoned to Bill as they sat 
at the table after dinner, talking. When he came 
back to the table, his face was grim. Jean knew 
before he spoke: that it was more evil done by 
the gang! 

“Murder is what it is!” Bill answered 
Marian’s excited question and then told them 
about the Fleming chauffeur. He went on: 
“There have been a lot of burglaries in the towns 
around and every one is getting excited about 
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men! It’s strange that nobody has even one clue 
to go on—nobody ever sees their faces, they wear 
gloves so as to leave no finger-prints; everything 
always moves like clockwork, so they must be an 
organized gang. ‘They must have a rendezvous 
but no one can find it. The police are investi- 
gating all the road-houses within a radius of 
fifty miles!” 

“Well, I know one thing,” Marian announced, 
“and that is, not one of us stirs out of this house 
to-night or any night until they are caught! 
We’ll lock all the doors and windows and stay 
safe.at home!” 

“That sounds cozy!” Bill agreed heartily, for 
Marian had been very nervous since her recent 
bad experience. “And let’s all have a game of 
Rummy to cheer us up; come on, Jeanette— 
you’re good at this game, but I bet I beat you!” 

Jean felt like a coward for being glad that she 
was kept in sight like this and. so could not get 
down to the wall. She felt scared when she 
thought of it—the lonely wall and the black 
garden and the sinister house beyond! Suppose 
the man that came over the wall decided to- 
night to come over a different path! If he found 
her there, how much would her life be worth? 
She shivered at the thought and Marian put a 
protective arm around her. 

“Bill, you’ve scared this child badly! Don’t 
worry, little girl, my big Bill will take good 
care of us!” 
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After the game, Jean and Celeste went up- 
stairs to bed together and while Celeste made her 
preparations, Jean went to the window to look 
at the Dark House. 

The light shone in the turret again and Jean 
knew that other lights must gleam beneath the 
closed’ shutters—poor little Flower! How tragic 
to be alone with no one to protect her! Perhaps 
that man was not even her grandfather but some 
villain who threatened her with torture if she 
ever told the truth—had Jean not seen with her 
own eyes how he had threatened when Flower 
defied him? What spirit she had shown! Poor 
Flower, she must be rescued and Jean was the 
only one who could do it! But how—and when? 

When Jean and Celeste came in from church 
the next morning, Marian made a cheerful an- 
nouncement: 

“Mother and Dad are coming here for dinner, 
so we are having it at three; you kids go into the 
kitchen and .find yourselves something to eat. 
Bill and I breakfasted hours ago!” 

“T didn’t know a train came in on Sunday 
morning,” Celeste commented. ‘“They didn’t 
drive down, did they?” 

“No, they couldn’t have,” Jean contributed, 
“because Dad left the car here to be fixed— 
something about a cylinder-head. Anyway, he 
hates to drive a long way; how do you suppose 
they got here?” 

Jean dismissed the subject from her mind, for 
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it really didn’t matter, and besides, Tweedles, 
who had been crawling around the dining-room 
floor was weeping loudly over the loss of a dog- 
biscuit which Smuff had just snatched from him. 
The baby had found it there and considered it a 
pleasant change from spinach and milk, but 
Smuff had ideas of his own on the subject—that 
was his bone, even if Verena did keep him sup- 
plied with all the delicacies of the season! 
There was a short tussle and the rightful owner 
emerged with the bone-biscuit while the baby 
wept.and yelled and beat the floor with his heels. 

When peace was restored with petting and 
spoonsful of honey, Jean joined the banished 
Smuff in the garden. She was feeling bafiled, 
just like a real detective. It was worse than it 
sounded! She was at a complete loss as to how 
to proceed. ; : 

If she told her suspicions, Flower might get 
arrested with the gang or be shot in the chase, 
and if she didn’t tell, what further crimes might 
not be committed! If there was only some one 
to tell her what to do! Some one who would 
understand! Celeste was too timid. Marian 
had been interested in the White Princess when 
Jean had first spoken about her and had even 
asked about her since, but as Jean had given no 
information, had forgotten all about her. 
Marian agter her recent experience would want 
to tell the police at once, and Bill would be 
worse than Marian! 


112 SECRET OF THE DARK HOUSE 


Dad would not take her seriously, perhaps; he 
might laugh at it all, for he considered her still 
a baby; he might even tell others about it as a 
joke and the thieves would know they were being 
watched and escape, taking Flower with them! 

As she pondered, looking out the front win- 
dow, a car pulled up in front of the house—a 
small cat—Jack’s car! He was helping Mother 
out of one side while Dad got out the other! 

Jean greeted her mother and father with af- 
fection, realizing suddenly how she had been 
missing them, then she threw herself on Jack 
and hugged him hard, while Smuff barked joy- 
ful greetings and jumped up and down on them 
both. 

The others came hurrying out and after the 
greetings were over, they all went in to dinner. 

Almost the first thing, her mother asked 
anxiously: 

‘Jean, child, what have you been doing? How 
did you hurt your eye?” 

“{—fell—the other night—I—tripped and 
fell. It doesn’t hurt.” . 

Celeste explained further: 

“The little idiot took me literally the other 
night—Friday, it was. I had a headache and 
went to bed early and asked her to hurry and put 
out the light. She did it at once and I fell right 
asleep and the poor kid, moving arourid in the 
dark, ran into something and hurt her eye. She 
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never even called me but let it go all night— 
that’s why it is so swollen!” 

Mrs. Ray sympathized tenderly and Marian 
explained the care she had given it and Dad 
teased : 

“That’s as good an explanation for a black eye 
as I ever heard, Baby! Save it and you can use 
it again sometime!” 

Their comments fell on ‘deaf ears. Jean was 
appalled, for Celeste had lied for her! It was 
the same as lying herself, even worse! She 
flushed scarlet and as she looked up, she found 
Jack’s eyes fastened on her with an inquiring 
look. She looked down at her plate and blushed 
again. 

Jack did not look at her once again during 
dinner, but when the others were planning what 
they would do with the rest of the afternoon, he 
rejected all arrangements for himself. 

“Not for Jacky! I came down here primarily 
for the fun of a drive with Pa and Ma, but also 
because f have to see Deller about renewing that 
note of mine. I phoned him this morning and 
I'll find him out playing golf, but I’d better get 
going before it gets dark. Jean, don’t you want 
to come alonge Want a ride, ole Smuffier” 

They had driven just a little way when Jack 
began. 

“Come clean, young fellah! How about that 
eye? Celeste looked like she was telling the 
truth but a keen-eyed minion of the law like 
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myself didn’t need to look at you twice to know 
that there was something fishy about it. Be a 
man, now; spill it all to ole Jacky! You know 
you can’t shock nor surprise me, no matter what 
you say.” 

But he was surprised when she said: 

‘ “T tripped over a tree-root and fell.” 

“A tree-root? Is Marian planting a forest on 
the third floor? There is certainly no room in 
that garden of hers for more than seven onions 
and three radishes and then they’re crowded! 
Where were you and what were you up to?” 

Should she tell Jack? If she did, what good 
would it do? He was driving back to Chicago 
the next morning early and there would be some 
girl or other he'would be dated with to-night, 
for there always was. He wouldn’t have time to 
help her out; there was no use telling him! 

“Tt was in the garden.” Not saying what 
gardén! . 

Jack was silent a minute, then changed the 
subject and soon they were at the club where 
Jack left her in the car while he sought out Mr. 
Deller on the deserted and windy links. 

Jean was filled with remorse, for she had lied 
to Jack! This shifty evasion was the same thing 
—it was bad enough to lie, but to lie to Jack who 
had such trust in her and who always sym- 
pathized with her and helped her out—that was 
awful! To-morrow he would be gone and that 
lie would be between them—she could not stand 
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it! She would tell him the whole truth as soon 
as he came back. . 

It was twilight by the time they were started 
homeward. Jack was pleasant but rather quiet: 
Jean could stand it no longer. 

“Yack!” She slid her hand into the crook of 
the arm nearest her. “I want to tell you how 
I hurt my eye!” 

‘Attaboy!” He did not turn toward her but 
his tone was warm and it heartened her to pro- 
ceed. 

“T was running away from the Dark House 
and I was among the trees and it was dark and 
I tripped on a root and J fell.” 

“The Dark House—where’s that?” 

Jack was only slightly interested; he did not 
know what dark horrors that house held! 

“Tt’s the house at the foot of the hill in front 
of Marian’s house. It’s a den of thieves. They 
have a beautiful girl there, prisoner. Sometimes 
I think she’s kidnaped and held there for ran- 
som. I call her the White Princess because she’s 
so pale and lovely and everything. She goes to 
our school.” 

Jack whistled. 

“Phew! Sounds like quite a place! Are you 
sure you are not imagining all of this? What 
were you doing there and how did you find all 
this out?” 

Jean told Jack how she had noticed Flower 
at first and then seen how strange, how pale, and 
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how furtive she was; how she, Jean, had come 
suddenly on the Dark House and how it had 
aroused her curiosity, how she had seen Flower 
in the lighted turret, and then how the series of 
crimes had started her investigations. 

Jean had gotten as far in her story as where she 
had mounted the balcony to look in the lighted 
room, when she felt Jack’s arm tighten under 
her hand and the needle of the speedometer 
which she had been watching inattentively sud- 
denly moved upward. Jack was so excited over 
her story that he didn’t realize how fast he was 
driving! 

All at once a voice outside the car yelled al- 
most in her.ear: 

“Fley, you! Pull over to the curb 

A motor-cycle cop was beside them, riding as 
fast asthey were! For the first time Jack seemed 
to realize how fast he was going. He gave a 
quick look at the speedometer and ejaculated: 

“Plenty!” 

Then he slackened the pace, drove over to the 
side of the road and stopped. The next moment 
the blue-eyed, red-cheeked young policeman was 
leaning in the window staring at Jack. He was 
frowning very crossly. 

“Going for a doctor?” he questioned sar- 
castically. 

“No, but listen!” Jack protested. 

“A fire around here some place?” 

“Let me tell you—” 
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“Tell it to the judge! A lot of you smart guys 
have been getting away with murder on this 
road. Orders are that a night in jail is the best 
medicine for that speeding-feeling and you can 
do all your explaining to His Honor in the 
morning. Start her off and don’t try to get away 
for I have my little gun here handy. You are 
going to spend the night in our nice comfortable 
little jail. That'll teach you not to speed!” 

Jail! Jean was filled with horror—she and 
Jack were going to meet the yery fate from 
which she had tried so hard to save Flower! 


CHAPTER XI 
POLICE! 


ACK put his hand into his pocket. 
J “And I don’t want any cash!” 

The young policeman pushed out an em- 
phatic hand. Jack pulled out his cigarettes and 
gave a curt laugh. 

“T haven’t. got enough to interest you, anyway! 
Listen, brother; let me get a few lungfuls and 
then [ll go with you as quietly as you want. 
Have oner” 

“Thanks.” 

The policeman took a cigarette and lighted it, 
then stood with one elbow in the open window 
looking down the road in back of them. “TI been 
following you for about three miles,” he added 
conversationally. “Fine little dog you got 
there!” . 

Smuff with his usual eager desire for notice 
was standing up against the car door; the police- 
man leaned in and scratched his ear. As Jack 
handed his cigarette package again to the other 
he exclaimed: 

“Yve met you before—you look different in 
uniform but aren’t you the fellow that Bill Grey 
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The policeman looked keenly at Jack. 

“You a friend of Bill Grey?” 

“Brother-in-law.” 

Jack spoke around his cigarette, hardly 
moving his lips. Jean admired his calm. The 
policeman leaned further in the. window and 
held out his hand to Jack. . 

“Put it there!’ he exclaimed heartily. “Bill 
Grey is the whitest fellow that ever pulled a pull 
to get a poor fellow a job! Arrested? Not on 
your life! Just run home and tell Bill I sent 
you!” ' 

Jean drew a long breath of relief but Jack 
made no move to start the car; he just sat staring 
straight ahead. Just as the policeman withdrew 
his arm, Jack spoke. 

_“T heard something queer to-night. Kid 
sister.” 

He jerked his head toward Jean and the 
policeman looked at her. “I thought she was 
your girl!” he said, and grinned. 

Jean knew he was teasing her for she knew 
how young she looked even in her new winter 
coat. That old policeman would be surprised if 
he knew how much cleverer she was at his pro- 
fession than he was! 

“Have you got ten minutes to listen to some- 
thingr” Jack asked. “I think it will interest you. 
My name is John Ray. What is yours?” 

“Tim Bennett. Go on but make it snappy. 
I’m supposed to be patrolling these roads and I 
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may have to leave you at any minute if I see 
some speedster coming, but I’ve got all night 
unless Ido. Shoot!” 

“[’m not quite sure of the dope,” Jack spoke 
coolly but Jean knew he was all excited under- 
neath. He threw his cigarette out of the win- 
dow and shifted his position to face Tim 
directly. 

“T think I have some information about who 
is doing these robberies around here.” 

Tim’s eyes narrowed. 

“Not kidding me, are you? A big reward was 
offered to-day for their capture or information 
leading to their arrest. What do you know?” 

“Nothing precisely,” returned Jack, “but the 
kid here has been doing some detective-work. 
It seems that some kid at her school was kid- 
naped by this gang and Jean set out to find out 
what she could. Now listen, Tim. Do you want 
to-go in on this thing with me? I thought you 
would! What do you say to dropping in and 
having a look at them just by ourselves in an 
hour or so?” 

“So early?” Tim objected. “Wouldn’t it be 
better to wait until things were quiet?” 

“Took at it this way,” Jack suggested. ‘Most 
of them are out working early, according to all 
reports; either rather early or else very late. If 
we go early most of the gang will be out and we 
won’t be in so much danger. We'll just sort of 
look around and see what we can see to-night 
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and about how many others we will need to help 
us and then go after them right, late to-night or 
to-morrow night. Want to try it?” 

“And help get that reward? Oh, boy ‘Tim 
laughed. “I'll phone the station and get one of 
the other boys to take my beat to-night. Going 
to ask Bill to come?” 

“No.” Jack was decided in his refusal. “Bill’s 

married and shouldn’t take any risks like this. 
Just you and I will have our little Jook-see!” 
' “And me!” Jean struck in, a little worried 
when the two men exchanged a look. “I told 
you about it! You have to take me along! 
You’re not playing fair if you don’t!” 

“Sure we will,” promised Tim, but his tone 
did not sound very convincing. They were 
afraid that because she was a girl she would 
be in the way; they forgot that she was the one 
that had found the whole thing out! 

“At nine, then,’ Tim concluded, “I’ll meet 
you right outside Bill Grey’s gate and Ill bring 
along a gun for you, shall I?” 

“Make it quarter after.” Jack dropped his 
glove on the floor and could not pick it up be- 
cause the wheel was in the way, so Jean bent for 
it. She knew by the tense silence that the two 
men had exchanged a look and a message over 
her bent head. She would have to keep her eye 
on Jack! 

“How much of a reward will they pay, Jack?” 
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she questioned as they continued their homeward 
way. 

“T don’t know—hadn’t thought about it—I’m 
chiefly interested in it for the fun—I mean in 
bringing these fellows to justice. But the re- 
watd ought to be worth going for, even split 
three ways—you and Tim and me. I could do 
with a little spare change. Christmas isn’t so 
very far off!” 

Jean had forgotten all about Christmas in the 
interest of her new profession. What fun it 
would be to give every one grand presents this 
year with the reward money! She always saved 
up some money and bought them all trifles which 
they made a great deal of fuss over; what fun 
to surprise them with things really worth while! 

As they drove up in front of the house Jack 
cautioned her: 

“Now don’t breathe a word about it to a soul!” 

“Don’t forget how near you came to missing 
hearing about it yourself,” she retorted. “I can 
keep a secret as well as you can!” 

Mother and Father were just leaving as they 
atrived and Celeste was going, too. Mother was 
nervous about being on the road after dark, and 
although Dad laughed at Mother’s fears he 
seemed perfectly willing to go along. Celeste 
ves making ready with a haste contrary to her 
usual slow deliberation. 

“We've been waiting for you!” she greeted 
Jack and Jean. “I’ve decided to go home to- 
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night; it makes me so scary being away out here 
on this road. I’ll feel lots safer in my own little 
rgom at home. Come on, Jack.” 

“T think I'll stay on here if Marian will have 
me,” Jack announced. “Bill will drive you 
home in my car and [ll stop in in the morning 
to say good-by. You be up early, Jean, because 
I want to see you particularly before I go!” He 
gave her a significant look. 

“I’m not going home to-night, Jack.” 

“Jean, you must come!” commanded her 
mother. “You'll never get to school from here 
in time. , Run and get your bag!” 

Jean knew that.there was no use pleading. She 
started from the room with the tears beginning 
to come. Verena summoned her to the tele- 
phone; it was Gee-gee. 

“Listen, Jean, do you want to drive to Notre 
Dame to-morrow? Mother has to. see Bobby— 
something about his tonsils and Tommy is going 
to take the day off and drive us. Mother is mak- 
ing a lot of things to eat to bring to Bobby and 
she’ll make enough for us too—stuffed eggs and 
chocolate-cake and salted almonds. I'll call up 
later and let you know what time to be ready.” 

“But, Gee-gee, I can’t go! I have to go to 
school! I’m surprised that your mother lets 
you take a day off when your reports are so bad!” 

“Well, you big dumb-bell!” Gee-gee giggled 
with astonished amusement. ‘“There’s no schoc? 
to-morrow! Don’t you remember that governor 
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or what-che-ma-callet—he came to school Fri- 
day and gave us a holiday to-day and Miss Prid- 
gett didn’t like it but had to give in? Gee, age 
you cuckoo!” - 

In her absorption in the mystery of the Dark 
House, Jean had completely forgotten about the 
holiday! She refused the invitation, politely but 
firmly, and hurried back to the waiting group. 

“Mother, I told you about the holiday to-mor- 
row and then I forgot about it myself! Gee-gee 
just told me. Please let me stay!” 

Dad came to the rescue. She was pretty sure 
he wouldn’t have, if he had known why she was 
sO anxious to stay. 

“Of course, Baby, stay and play all day to- 
morrow with the other baby. Mother will let 
you; it will do you. good!” 

She went to the porch when they all left, to 
stand there waving good-by between Bill and 
Marian. Bill, however, left to get his car which 
was larger than Jack’s. When he brought it 
around Jack said: 

“Hey, Bill. Dl drive them. I want te talk 
to Dad about what Deller said.” . 

“But I thought you were going to stay here all 
night?” 

Marian had been arranging with Verena to 
make up a bed for Jack on the living-room 
davenport. ; 

“That’s all right, I’l] be back later. Tell Bill! 
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not to stay up—I’ll wake him when I come in!” 
The car drove off. 

“Well, of all the crazy families!’ Marian 
shook her head in despair. “Bill, you can stay 
up and talk to Jack if you feel like it. I’m going 
straight to bed. I’m simply dead!. It’s early, 
but Tweedles kept me awake a lot last night 
fussing about that tooth, poor baby! I hope we 
both sleep to-night!” 

Jean knew that Jack meant to avoid her. He 
would park the car some distance from the 
house and meet Tim at the time they had ar- 
ranged by signal over her head. When she came 
out to join them at quarter after nine they would 
be gone‘and it would be too late for her to join 
them. She decided to hide behind the gate- 
post and wait—no matter how long. She would 
not be left behind! 

Bill came to the door of the living-room as she 
passed it, heading for the stairs. He said: 

“T’m taking a nap on Jack’s bed until he comes 
back. Come on down when you hear him come 
in and we’ll tackle that chicken-salad I saw in 
the ice-box!” 

Jean encountered a sleepy Marian coming 
from the nursery. Then she sped up to her room 
where she quickly changed to the dark sweater, 
pleated skirt and sneakers that she had begun to 
feel was her official costume. Smuff, worn out 
from a day of excitement, exercise and rich food, 
was turning and turning on his cushion and that 
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meant he was preparing for a good night’s sleep. 
She would not take him to-night, for good little 
Smuffie must not be in any danger! Jack and 
Tim would look after her, when they found out 
that she was really determined to go. Whose 
secret was it, anyway? 

She slipped down and out and crouched be- 
hind the gate-post and listened. Jack had not 
possibly had time to get back. A motorcycle 
stopped down the road and then she heard foot- 
steps. That would be Tim. He stood waiting 
but Jean knew he was impatient by the way he 
scratched a match on the top of the wall. Then 
complete silence and the smell of cigarette 
smoke. 

She did not dare to move now and soon the 
sound of a car coming and stopping showed that 
Jack had arrived. There were quick foot-steps 
and Jack’s voice— 

“had to make my get-away. The kid was 
bound to come.” 

“Smart little lass, isn’t she?” 

Tim’s tone was admiring so Jean forgave him 
his lack of respect. He continued impatiently: 

“Let’s get going. Where is this dump and 
how do we get there and what are we going to 
do when we do get therer” 

Jean heard them move along a few feet and 
knew that Jack was pointing out the Dark House 
between. the trees. ‘“There’s their hang-out. 
Now, my idea is this—” 
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Jean could not hear the low-voiced colloquy 
that followed but knew that it concerned the 
path between the bushes that led to the foot of 
the wall, the climbing of the wall and the posi- 
tion of the balcony. As they returned to a spot 
nearer her, Jean heard Jack add: 

“I want to get going before Jean starts looking 
for me about five minutes after nine. I hate to 
fool her like this but I can’t be bothered with a 
girl to take care of!” 

As she peered out. from her hiding-place she 
saw them looking for the path; they walked past 
it two or three times for it was not easy to find 
because of the bushes that met across it. It had 
been Smuff who had led Her into it that first 
time. Finally Jack started down hill with Tim 
closely following him. Yes, they had found the 
right place. 

Giving them time to get half-way down the 
hill, she rose and dashed across the road, waiting 
behind the bushes at the top of the path to listen. 
The progress of the two boys was marked by 
a swish of branches, the fall of a loosened pebble 
—then she heard a muffled exclamation as some 
one slid to the wall—just as she had—the grass 
was slippery here. The other must be down now 
—-she would wait while they found the foot-holes 
in the wall and climbed over and then she would 
follow. Once over they could not send her back 
——but she must be sure they were both over be- 
fore she ventured further! 
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She was half-way down when the sound of a 
step at the top of the hill made her look up. Sil- 
houetted in profile against the light of the street- 
lamp, seen by her over the top of the bushes, was 
the face of a man with a soft, peaked cap pulled 
over his eyes. He passed the entrance to the 
path while she held her breath lest he should see 
it for it seemed to her that she had seen that 
hooked nose and those sloping shoulders etched 
against the light of the opened door of the Dark 
House. Jt was a member of the gang—the one 
who had twice slipped so smoothly and so 
stealthily over the wall in the spot so horribly 
near to this path! 

He was certainly bound for the same spot now 
and even the slight noise the two boys would 
make would attract his attention. He would 
give an alarm perhaps, or he might even shoot 
Jack and Tim without giving them a chance— 
these were desperate men! 

Jean slid down, the rest of the hill in panic, 
but when she got to the foot of the hill the boys 
were not there. With their long legs they had 
made easy work of getting over the wall. 

Jean knew she must get over before the gang- 
ster did. "That was all—she must! The two 
boys would start at once for the house, probably 
without taking enough precaution to skulk in 
the heaviest shadows of the trees. Even if they 
did, there was a bit of yard to cross before the 
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enveloping shadows would conceal them from 
the view of the man on the wall! 

Climbing on the stump her frantic foot found 
the familiar little hole—she scrambled up and 
lay flat on the top and then rolled over the top— 
a nice little pile of leaves had been there Friday 
—oh, if the wind only had not blown them away! 

She heard a smothered exclamation as she 
landed in them with a great thud, but they 
muffled her fall. Jack and Tim turned toward 
her; they were just starting away from the wall 
and Jean saw a gun in Tim’s hand pointed to- 
ward her. She rose to her feet and wildly 
beckoned to them while she flattened herself 
against the wall in the shadows. They followed 
her example not a second too soon, for, now, the 
lithe figure she knew sprang over lightly in his 
accustomed place. Something dropped behind 
him as he straightened and ran on a silent race 
to the house—something that gleamed as it fell 
into the leaves. 

The three waited there motionless for a long 
time; then, motivated by one impulse they all 
moved over to where the bright object lay and 
Jack picked it up. It was a sharp knife, shaped 
like a dagger. 

The two boys looked at each other. Which 
would now be lying among the leaves with this 
plunged in his heart if Jean had not come to 
warn them? 
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“Does the kid come along?” 

Jack made it a statement rather than a ques- 
tion. 

“The kid comes along!” affirmed Tim with a 
new respect. 


CHAPTER XII 


SPIDER WEB , 


ILENT as Indians, the three conspirators 
S moved through the border of trees and 
brush toward the balcony. The house 
looked absolutely deserted; even the turret-light 
was not shining, but as they got closer the gleams 
shone through the cracks in the shutters of the 
first-floor room. 

Jack went over the balcony first, then Tim, 
then they pulled up Jean. Each selected a shut- 
ter the height of his eye, and waited—waited 
silently. It reminded Jean of the opera, 
Madame Butterfly, which she had seen in Chi- 
cago last summer; the little Japanese lady stand- 
ing motionless at her shutters, waiting—waiting 
waiting—while the orchestra played sad but 
sweet and plaintive melody. She hummed it 
inside herself now; she did not have to be so 
alert now that the responsibility had shifted to 
Jack’s broad shoulders! 

The library seemed deserted; nothing moved 
there but the fire, which burned briskly as if it 
had just been kindled. Jean poised for flight as 
Jack ran the handle of the knife-dagger down 


the shutters, making a noise that could be heard 
13I ; 
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inside the room, but not loud enough to be heard 
anywhere else. He kept his eyes glued to the 
crack and presently motioned her to stay; the 
room wasempty. _ 

Then Tim took the knife and working deftly 
but quietly, cut out one of the little boards of 
his shutter. Then hé wrapped his handkerchief 
around the top of the knife and tapping firmly 
and steadily he managed to make a break in the 
glass—a small hole—they could now hear as well 
as see what went on in the dimly lighted room! 
Tim worked out the corner of the pane and it 
fell with a tinkle between the window-frame and 
the shutter. . 

So soon after that it seemed like an echo of 
the sound, there was a click inside the room, 
followed by a bright light. Some one had come 
into the room! Jean applied her eye to -her 
crack with renewed interest. 

The old man, straight and vigorous, entered, 
holding Flower by the hand. He held the white 
wig in the other hand and put it on the table as 
he sat down in the armchair, just as he had when 
Jean had looked in before. 

_ Flower seemed in unhappy mood, for her eyes 
were downcast, she was paler than ever and her 
mouth drooped. The old man gave her some 
order in a low tone and she stiffened and faced 
him, her head thrown back and her eyes flashing. 
“T won’t!” she cried in clear, ringing tones. 
Jean now heard the old man speak for the first 


SPIDER WEB 133 


time. He replied quietly but it was a monotone 
of repressed, evil cruelty. 

“T dislike having to force you,” he said, ‘““—but 
—I must. Do you remember what happened the 
last time you defied me?” 

Menace lurked in the quiet voice—then he 
raised it to call— 

“Merkle!” 

‘As he called, he moved nothing but his eyes. 
The black-clad woman, whom Jean had seen in 
the car with Flower, came through the door to 
the right of the fireplace. She came directly and 
swiftly, stretching a gripping hand to put on 
Flower’s arm; the girl shrank and then whirled 
away from her, sobbing hysterically: 

“T won't! I won’t! I won’t! You can’t make 
me!” 

The old man made a move as if to rise from 
his chair, and in her horror, Jean pressed close 
to Jack. He had stiffened and Jean knew that 
that betokened action. Jack was going to 
Flower’s rescue! 

Before he could make a move, Flower burst 
into loud sobs and ran from the room, the omi- 
nous woman in black following her. 

Just before she closed the door behind her, 
the old man called: 

“Merkle! You will see that she obeys. If she 
does not, report to me at once. I will not use’ 
force except as a last extremity but she must be 
made to go. 
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Merkle’s tight lips opened. 

“She'll go!” 

The door closed firmly behind her. 

Jean poked Jack excitedly in the ribs; the 
panel in the wall was opening! 

With speed that seemed to perform a magical 
transformation before their eyes, the old man 
had on his white wig and became bent and feeble 
and: seemed to droop in the big chair. Then 
from the opened panel came the chauffeur. 

Then from the dark void behind the first chauf- 
feur came another, so similar in size and dress 
that at first he seemed to be a reflection of the 
first man in some unseen mirror! 

As they came into the light, it was easy to see 
that their faces were entirely dissimilar; the first 
-one seemed to precede the second with a reluc- 
tant and halting step; this singular movement 
was explained when they saw that the second 
chauffeur was holding a gun to the back of the 
first! 

Jean recognized the second one in a flash, for 
he was the one who drove Flower to school. The 
old man motioned for him to drop his gun and 
he obeyed, leaving the ofher to stand with bent 
head before the old man who studied him for a 
minute before he spoke. . 

“Fave you searched him, Slick?” 

“Sure!” answered Flower’s chauffeur. “First 
thing. He didn’t have a thing on him, but that 
don’t mean anything. I tried to get him to talk 
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but he wouldn’t, so I brought him here to you.” 

“Does he know what we want?” 

The old man’s eyes never left the tall, slender 
figure standing before him with drooping head. 
“The money and the jewelry—sure—but he 
swears he doesn’t know where it’s kept. I 
thought I’d bring him along, though, and maybe 
you could get some information out of him.” 

“Information!” The old man spoke to the 
man in front of him in the dry, expressionless 
voice that still held so much ruthlessness. “Of 
course you'll give us information. We have 
ways, my dear fellow, that you will not be able 
to resist. You begin to suspect who we are, 
don’t your” 

The drooping figure suddenly became alive. 

“You bet I know who you are! You're the 
Tarantula! The guy that crawls in the dark, 
weaving your web slyly until you get the poor 
fly that you want! What did you dress this chap 
like me for? A trick to make some one think 
he was me and spill something! What do you 
pick on me for? There’s plenty bigger game 
than me and the people I work for. You know 
who I am, all right, but nobody knows who you 
are. Nobody has ever had a look at you without | 
that false hair of yours! Well, Pl find out who 
you are, and I'll get you for this—” 

He made a lunge at the head of the Tarantula, 
who moved out of his way, easily, saying sar. 
donically.: 
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“Not this time, my good man. The Tarantula 
cannot let himself be known until he has fin- 
ished his plans. And then he may try other 
plans with different colored hair—who knows?” 

Jean had seen him without his disguise; she 
knew that she would know him instantly, any- 
where! 

The sinister old man continued: “We won’t 
detain you for any information now, because we 
have other plans for to-night. We are not par- 
ticularly interested in small fry like you—the 
man high up is the one we are going after. to- 
night—and mean to get! We can’t waste time 
talking to you if you won’t talk now. Put him 
away, Slick.” 

He made a gesture over his shoulder. 

Slick again approached the prisoner, again 
put his gun to the other’s back and said: 

“Let’s go—and quick. Hear me?” 

A moment after, the panel had slid into place 
behind the two men, and the room with its glow- 
ing fire looked as peaceful and innocent as if 
no Tarantula had ever given his gruesome or- 
ders and hatched his loathsome plots in it. 

He pressed an-electric bell.on the table; the 
door opened and Merkle stood there, wordless 
but grim. 

The Tarantula spoke to her sharply: 

“You have disposed of the child?” 

The woman’s tight lips barely opened but her 
slits of eyes gleamed as she tersely replied: 
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“She won’t trouble you again.” 

Jean uttered an involuntary cry of horrer. 
Poor Flower! Had they, after all, come too late 
to save her? 

Silence. 

Complete silence in the room. Silence every- 
where. A horrible silence! 

Jack and Tim stood as if frozen and Jean felt 
herself shivering uncontrollably; there was no 
doubt that the Tarantula had heard the little cry! 
Heard and heeded! 

As she looked, one swift white hand went out 
to press a button near him in: the wall—sud- 
denly the room was full of armed men! They 
seemed to pour out of the very walls of the 
room! Every panel in her view of the room 
had opened, out of it had stepped a man—a man 
with a gun! So she and the boys had found the 
lair of the thieves and murderers who were ter- 
rorizing the countryside! 

The Dark House was the stronghold of this 
organized band and the Tarantula was the 
Monster who kept Flower terrorized and help- 
less. Ah, what had happened to poor little 
Flower by now? 

With one impulse, they turned to flee, but the 
shutters and windows flew open before Jack and 
Tim had time to pull their guns. 

The three were propelled by. strong hands 
into the room and faced in a helpless line in 
front of the Tarantula. 
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He sat there, unsurprised and calm, and his 
bright eyes, that belied his assumed age, seemed 
to read their very thoughts. They changed a 
little when they looked at Jean but they did not 
soften. Hard, implacable, dangerous, there was 
no pity written in his face for her! 

Again he made that gesture of his supple 
hand. 

“Take their guns.” . 

Jack and ‘Tim were outnumbered two to one; 
there was nothing they could do. 

They had been taken in the very act of spying 
on the ruthless Tarantula and they were helpless 
in his power! 


CHAPTER XIII 


SPIDER KING 


YHAT had seemed to Jean to be a room- 

\ \ ful of men were just five, but they were 

as formidable as an army. Jean rec- 

ognized the huge fat man who had Jack by the 

arm and her own captor, who was the hook-nosed 

man who came over the wall. The other three 
she had not seen before. 

“Search the men!” commanded the Tarantula. 

They let her alone, except that they took her 
flashlight and toy gun which had been distend- 
ing her sweater pockets. They handed the gun 
to the Tarantula, who pressed the spring, and 
when he saw the cigarettes, which she had put 
in as a surprise for Jack, threw it clatteringly on 
the table. 

The men ran their hands over Jack and Tim 
after they had taken their guns. 

“That’s all.” The Tarantula spoke firmly and 
the words had an ominous sound to Jean. What 
disaster her cry had brought upon them! She 
looked with contrition at Jack. He misunder- 
stood the look for one of appeal and he stepped 
forward, with the fat man still holding tightly 
to his arm. 

139, 
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“Let her go, will you? She’s not in on this; 
she’s just a little kid that tagged along. She has 
nothing to do with it and doesn’t even know 
what it’s all about. I don’t care what you do 
to me, if you'll only let her go!” 

The Tarantula’s deep-set eyes were probing 
her own, a bitter smile upon his mouth. 

“We'll get her story—afterward.” 

That was the way he had talked to the chauf-. 
feur before they led him out. What did it mean 
—torture? 

Incoherently her thoughts flew back to the 
safety and peace and happiness she had left be- 
hind her at Marian’s—to Smuff, quietly sleeping 
on his cushion, to. Tweedles, pink-cheeked and 
angelic in his white little bed—Dad, Mother, 
Celeste, Marian, Bill—she even thought with 
heart-hungry affection of Florrie—would she 
ever see any of them again—and Jack—dear 
Jack, whom she had led into this horrible house! 

How silly she had been to:think that she, just 
a little girl, could outwit a band of crooks! At 
least why had she gone with them further than 
the wall—then she could have gotten help for 
them now! . 

If she ever got out of this, never again would | 
she be so self-important, so foolish. There was 
little chance of getting out though; they were 
doomed. 

She breathed easier when the Tarantula’s eyes 
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left hers. Jack was now bravely bearing that 
terrible gaze without flinching. 

“You're not the Chief?” the Tarantula leaned 
forward as he questioned Jack. He continued: 

“T hoped so at first, for he promised me that 
one day he and I would meet face to face. But 
you’re too young and he wouldn’t take the risk 
you poor fools and dupes have just taken. Why 
do you let that crafty coward fool you into doing 
his dirty work for him while he sits safe behind 
locked doors? Where is he to-night? It will 
be better for you if you tell me; much better.” 

The mobile fingers played on the edge of the 
table and Jean turned cold with horror, for what 
hidden threat did they carry to her dear brother? 
Wasn't there something they could teil him, so 
he would let them gor Tim maybe could tell 
him where the Chief of Police was, for that was 
what he seemed to want to know. 

There was silence and then the Tarantula de- 
manded sharply: 

“Why did the Chief post you here to-night?” 

Silence. 

“You won't speak then? You will—you shall 
see.” 

A clock struck—nine o’clock! Was it pos- 
sible? Had this lifetime of terror lasted such a 
very few minutes? 

The fat man stepped forward and spoke di- 
rectly into the Tarantula’s ear who listened with 
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intentness although he never took ‘his eyes off 
Jack. He replied impatiently: 

“Yes, yes—I had forgotten. Nine o'clock. 
Yes—go quickly all of you except Pete. Pete, 
you stay here.” 

The panels in the wall opened and the men 
vanished, all except one whose firm hand on his 
gun looked as if it would not tire easily, and 
whose beady eyes were alert and watchful. 

“Brother and sister?” demanded the Taran- 
tula, and Jack replied briefly: 

“Ves,” 

“Tt sutprises me,” the other sneered, ‘‘that a 
crafty man should use a child in an attack like 
this. His brain must be weakening. However, 
she may be more useful than she looks or she 
wouldn’t be here. Stand apart, you two! You 
there, in the uniform, come and stand between 
them—hurry.” 

As Tim passed in back of her, he bent his head 
and whispered, “When I say, ‘Ready,’ jump out 
window—knife’s on sill. Get away and get 
help:” 

“So you are a policeman!” 

The Tarantula’s tone was amused. 

“Ves,” 

“Quite obvious,—like listening at the window, 
but so obvious that it was almost effective. 
Sometimes the simple thing works better than 
the clever, intricate plan—” 

He went on talking and Tim whispered to 
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Jean out of the corner of his mouth—‘Ready!” 

She sprang for the window, grabbed the knife 
from the sill and in one leap was over the balus- 
trade—and was caught by a pair of strong arms 
and lifted back. Her captor followed her. She 
turned faint and sick; now that the moment had 
come to use the dagger, it drooped in her limp 
hand. . 

Then she was back in the lighted room and 
the shutters were bolted behind her. The chauf- 
feur had reappeared and the man named Pete 
had pulled Tim back from where he had sprung 
at the Tarantula’s throat. Tim was held now 
with his two arms together behind him and the 
Tarantula was faintly smiling. 

“Now we know that our conspirators are 
alone here. There is no reserve force in wait- 
ing! That was a point I wanted to settle. You 
may close the windows now, boys; no one else is’ 
there.” 

As the windows were swung back into place 
it seemed to make their doom more certain. No 
help could possibly reach them now! 

The. Tarantula took the knife from Jean’s 
nerveless fingers. 

“This is no weapon for a little girl—if she 
must have one. It takes strength to wield that— 
better let me have it.” 

The telephone, hidden by the chair in which 
the Tarantula sat and close beside it on the floor 
next the wall, suddenly rang. 
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Before the Tarantula picked it up he made 
gesture of dismissal. . 

“Put them in the dark room. Perhaps after 
that, they will talk. No, wait a minute.” 

He lifted the receiver and listened a moment. 

“Yes?—67—93—14—”’ He listened again and 
for the first time he looked angry. “By ten min- 
utes? What do you mean? Well, spread out 
and see what you can find—and don’t come back 
empty-handed!” 

He uttered the last words. with deep signifi- 
cance, hung up the receiver and rose. 

“You shall pay for this!” he threatened. “It 
was cleverly planned after all! Crawler Mat- 
thews has gotten the best of me again while you 
kept me here. But it’s for the last time! I will 
have information from you! You shall be made 
to speak! You will have time to think every- 
thing over to-night in the dark room—you know 
what that means! By to-morrow, if you are still 
stubborn we will find stronger means to make 
you talk. But first—if you will tell me where 
he is to-night, I will let you go free—after I 
have found him. Come—that’s a fair offer!’ 

There was a pause and the Tarantula spoke 
again. His manner was now a strange contrast 
to his previous calm. He was walking excitedly 
up and down the room, just as Jean had seen 
him the very first time. He stooped suddenly in 
front of them. 

“Take them.away! ‘Take them away and 
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force them to tell! Put the cuffs on them and 
take them away!” 

Jean heard something rattle beside her and felt 
cold steel slipped around her wrists. They were 
being put in chains and being led to torture—to 
tell something—she didn’t know what! 

She shrieked in helpless terror. Jack turned 
to her but was pulled back by the ruthless guard. 
Tim suddenly spoke: 

“Wait. Tell me just one thing. What are 
you doing? Where are you going to send us?” 

The Tarantula turned away impatiently as he 
answered. 

“Tm going to send you where I should have 
sent you in the first place and then there would 
not have been any danger of my forgetting nine 
o’clock. You’ve had your chance but you didn’t 
take it. So now you're all going to jail.” 

To jail! How could a crook send them to 
jail? There were handcuffs on her wrists. Jean 
looked in puzzled wonder at Jack but he seemed 
as mystified as she was. To jail! What on earth 
did it all mean? 


CHAPTER XIV 


CREEPER CREEPS ONWARD 


HE Tarantula looked at them with sur- 
prised scorn. 


“Whate Didn’t that ever figure in 
your plans? You'd go to the chair if I had my 
way for you’re guilty of murder, even if you 
didn’t actually do it!” 

Jack spoke hotly: he was handcuffed to Jean 
and she felt his arm jerk with emotion as he 
spoke. 

“You can’t fool us! "We know that you are 
the leader of this gang of crooks and that you 
are holding a child here for ransom! We came 
here to rescue this poor little girl that you have 
abused and imprisoned and frightened! You 
may lock us up and torture us but you can’t get 
away with it long! They'll start looking for us 
before long and then they'll track you down as 
sure—”’. 

_“And you'll be the one that will be sent to the 
electric chair!” Jean interrupted, asserting her 
right to be heard. “My dog will track us here 
and they'll find you and you shall pay the pen- 
alty of your crimes, Mr.-Tarantula!” 


Tim motioned with his manacled hand for 
146 


CREEPER CREEPS ONWARD 147 


silence. The Tarantula seemed surprised but 
Tim did not wait for him to speak again for he 
announced : 

“There’s been some mistake, I can see that. 
I’m Tim Bennett, the motor-cop on this beat. 
Who are your” 

The Tarantula gave Tim a searching look 
that took in every detail. With his free hand, 
Tim reached into his breast-pocket and took out 
a card-case and handed it opened to the Tar- 
antula who looked at it briefly, then handed it 
back. He jerked his head toward Jean and Jack 
and questioned briefly: 

“And these?” 

Tim grinned. 

“Friends of mine. Amateur detectives. At 
least, the kid is.” 

Then he continued: “Do you mind telling us 
just who you are? That guy called you the Tar- 
antula; I didn’t connect it up when I thought 
you were the Chief Crook but now—the Tar- 
antula—why, you must be—!” A sort:‘of awe 
spread over his face. 

“Y’m Ralph Carden, of course; I thought you 
knew.” 

“Carden, the detective?” Jack spoke with 
reverence. ‘We thought sure that the Taran- 
tula must be the chief of the crooks!” 

“Tt’s my trade-name, so to speak. A crook 
with a colorful imagination was inspired to give 
it to me and it spread around. It is a help for 
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it gives me that ruthless, I-always-get-my-man 
sort of reputation. And naturally I thought you 
were part of the gang of Crawler Matthews. 
Your methods of making evening calls are a. 
little strange. What was it you said about res- 
cuing some girl? We have been talking quite 
at cross-purposes.” 

Their handcuffs had been removed and now 
the detective asked them to be seated. He had 
removed his wig and Jean saw that the lines had 
been skillfully drawn in his face to give him the 
appearance of age; he was not nearly as old as 
she had imagined even when she saw him first 
without the wig. 

“T feel uneasy with my head covered in front 
of a lady”; he made a courteous bow to Jean; 
“the wig is a lure to draw on the enemy. This 
gang makes a specialty of businesslike crime. 
They find a community where there is some 
wealth and prey on it steadily as long as they 
dare, then with their loot leave suddenly and go 
to an entirely different section of the country. I 
have been after Crawler Matthews for a long 
time now! I had him sent up for a six months’ 
stretch five years ago and he hasn’t forgiven me 
for it. I have been tracking various members 
of the gang now for some time. You saw the 
chauffeur we had here? Were you at the win- 
dow then? We suspected him and one of my 
men dressed like him and went around among 
people he knew and that way managed to pick 
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up quite a bit of information. That’s how we 
happened to get him.” 

It seemed then, that the chauffeur that Jean 
had been pitying here to-night was really the 
crook, after all—not the one that had driven 
Flower to school: he was really a detective—oh, 
it was all so mixed up! 

“We got information from'him,” went on Mr. 
Carden, “and I shall use it to draw on the 
Crawler; he will think that he has traced me 
here and that he is going to surprise me. You 
followed the same method I want him to adopt 
but as you were a little premature, you found 
me totally unprepared for innocent visitors. I 
hope you liked the warm reception you received! 
How did you happen to come that way—and 
why did you come?” 

Tim and Jack both looked at Jean and Jack 
suggested : . 

“Go on, Jean, you tell it; it’s your story!” 

‘Jean was embarrassed; it was horrid of Jack, 
for now she seemed both officious and silly! But 
she must begin—how? 

The three men sat looking at her, when the 
wall-panel to the left of the door opened and the 
fat bandit and the wall-bandit came in. Jean 
still thought of them as bandits, although she 
knew now that they were detectives. The fat 
man spoke at once without paying attention to. 
any one but Mr. Carden. 

“Too late. And they got away with a big one 
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to-night. The whole gang got into the Furlong’ 
place and blew the safe and got the rest of the 
jewelry—plenty—and lace—museum pieces. A 
big haul—and at nine sharp, as that fellow told 
us when we made him. This job to-night was 
led by the Crawler in person—no doubt of it. 
Here is what we found in the empty safe.” 

He handed a piece of paper to the detective, 
who read it aloud: 

“ “You missed again, even if you got one bird, 
you will never get me but I’ll get you yet, you 
white-headed old spider.” 

It was a thrilling experience for Jean to be 
taken into the confidence of the great detective 
in this way, until he said: 

“Too bad—too bad—if I had not been fooled 
by you young people and kept here, we would 
have been in time to prevent this robbery and 
maybe have taken the Crawler in the act.” 

Jean realized now, that without her interfer- 
ence, the Flemings would not have been robbed. 
If Carden had not thought they were part of the 
gang, he would have gotten away before nine 
o’clock and no crime would have been com- 
mitted. Tim and Jack were both looking at her 
and she knew they were thinking the same thing; 
why, oh why had she done it? 

Another wall-panel slid aside; revealing the 
hook-nosed detective, who said to Carden: 

“You want to look out, Chief. I saw a kid 
about sixteen under a bush along the road and I 
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got him out and questioned him. He wouldn’t 
talk but I’m pretty sure he’s the kid they use to 
get into windows ahead of the Crawler—a sly, 
mean-looking little cuss—small and skinny. It 
was down the road about a quarter of a mile and 
that means that he was coming here to make an 
entrance for the Crawler: the rest of the gang 
has scattered to meet some place and divide the 
loot later on. They think we are still following 
the fake clews they made for us at the robbery 
to-night and that you are alone. ‘Chief, the 
Crawler is out to get you, and I know he’ll come 
to-night!” 

Again horror seemed ‘to settle over the Dark 
House while some sinister presence seemed to 
be moving closer and closer in the dark bushes 
outside. The name, the Crawler, seemed to sug- 
gest a venomous snake that never was seen in 
the light of day—a horrid thing with a livid 
leering face on a serpent’s body—and here they 
were and there was no chance to get away! 

No one could tell how he might come or when 
or from what part of this lonely garden—Jean 
looked over her shoulder and shivered—what 
was that shadow on the wall behind her? 

She knew it was the shadow of a floor-lamp 
but it did not make her less nervous. Oh, how 
could she ever have thought that a detective’s 
life was interesting? It was one thing to read 
about their adventures, safe at home beside the 
fire, with Smuff’s round little head under one’s 
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hand and all the peaceful sounds and smells of 
just-before-dinner and feel so snug and safe by 
contrast but the reality was stark, terrifying, hor- 
rible! Jean tried to put away the memory of 
that dear home-life; she might never know it 
again! - 

The Tarantula had become very active. He 
resumed his wig and his chair and Jean noticed 
that a gun..was within reach of his hand on the 
table. He spoke in a tone that demanded obedi- 
ence. 

“Everybody out! You boys to your posts; if 
he gets me, get him. In fact, if he once pulls his 
gun, get him before he has a chance to use it. 
I’m not being a fool—I want to get him on in- 
tent-to-kill. Put those boys and that little girl 
out there in some room, Pete, far enough to be 
well out of the way. You young people stay 
there until you hear from me.” 

As Pete hustled them out, Jean saw that the 
lights were already dimmed, the panels opened 
and the men disappearing in them. 

Pete led them down a dark corridor, pushed 
them into a dark room and left them there. Jean 
clung to Jack but he put her gently to one side. 

“T’m sorry, Jean,” he spoke gently, “but you 
must take your medicine like a sport. Stay here 
now, until I come back for you. If we’re men, 
Tim, we’ve got to get into this. Are you with 
me?” 

“You know it! Here’s your gun—I picked 
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them both up off the table as I left. We'll sneak 
out and see where we’re needed.” 

Then Jack gently turned Jean around half a 
dozen times and then the door shut. Jean was 
giddy for a moment but finally, by fumbling 
against the wall, reached the door and opened it. 
There was nothing but a very. dark hallway ex- 
tending on either side; which way had Jack 
gone? She listened for footsteps—there were 
none. Some distance away she heard a door shut 
but she could not make out where it was. 

Why hadn’t Jack taken her with hime Any 
danger would be better than being left here 
alone! She dared not go the wrong way, lest she 
get into graver danger! 

How long she stood there straining her eyes 
and ears into the silent darkness, she did not 
know, but it seemed hours. She was alone in 
the Dark House and all the strange beings which 
her imagination had peopled it with in the past 
few weeks seemed to be creeping, creeping 
slowly up the corridor—what was there around 
that turn—did she hear something sliding 
stealthily— 

Just as she was about to scream she heard a 
shot. 

Silence. Deep silence again. 

Jean wanted to run—to end this terrible hor- 
ror and uncertainty—oh, had something hap- 
pened to Jack? 
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Oh, why didn’t some one come? 

She took a few uncertain steps down the cor- 
ridor and then all grew darker than before. For 
the first time in her healthy young life, Jean had 
fainted! ’ 


CHAPTER XV 
FLOWER 
J ACK was bending solicitously over her when 


Jean became conscious again; she was in 

the lighted library of the Dark House and 
the detective, again without his wig, was stand- 
ing in front of the fire. Tim was on the other 
side of the sofa where she lay. No one else was 
there. , 

She remembered it all after a moment—the 
Tarantula—the surprise—the story of Creeper 
Matthews—the dark room where they waited— 
Jack and .Tim’s abandonment of her—her 
worry ‘and fear—her horror—and then the 
shot! ; 

“The Creeper paid me his call, my dear!” 

The Tarantula answered her look of inquiry. 
“Ye came as he promised and the call is going 
to be lengthened to a long visit—at my invita- 
tion.” 

“You killed him?” 

Jean’s mind shuddered away from the thought 
that Carden could kill a man—even a villain— 
and remain so cool and smiling. He read her 
thoughts. . 


“Yet you wanted to be a detective! My dear, 
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it is a grim game at best. I didn’t kill him. ¢ 
shot the gun out of his hand as he raised it to 
kill me. He’s probably having his wound treated 
by the jail-doctor by this time. Crawler Mat- 
thews was taken in an attempted murder the 
only time he was brave enough to come alone— 
he never thought that those panels were going 
to hold my boys.” He turned to Jack. “Did 
you see his face when he saw them?” 

“We went out,” Jack told him, “and waited 
among the trees. We had just gotten there when 
he came along—sneaking, crouched close to the 
ground—he sure does deserve to be called the 
Crawler—the way he sort of slithered up on that 
balcony—and crouched outside those shutters— 
ugh! Did you leave them unlocked on pur- 
pose?” Oo 

“‘Carelessness,” Carden assured them, “at least 
so he was meant to think. Did you notice how 
he opened them inch by inch and crawled over 
the window-sill? I seemed to be asleep, but I 
saw it all. Where were you then?” 

“We sneaked up under the balcony,” said Tim. 
“We thought if he got away from you that 
maybe we could nab him when he left.” 

“Well, he went out the front door with an 
escort of four men. And now, hadn’t you young 
people better get home and go to bed? I’ve had 
a long vigil myself. My boys will pick up the 
rest of the gang to-morrow. The Crawler will 
talk.” 
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But not a word had been saia about Flower! 
Why was she being held here against her will? 
Why did she send those distress signal lights 
from her turret? Everything was not yet ex- 
plained by any means. Maybe Mr. Carden was 
really a criminal and fooling them this way— 
maybe— 

The door opened and the answer to Jean’s 
questions appeared, blinking in the light. She 
had a blue-striped dressing gown wrapped 
around her and blue leather slippers on her bare 
feet. 

“Grand-dad, what happened? I heard a 
shot!” 

Her big blue eyes were fastened fearfully on. 
her grandfather; she saw no one else. 

“Where’s Merkle?” the Tarantula questioned 
sharply. “I told Merkle to sleep in your room 
and to keep you there!” 

“Quite so. She slept.” Flower smiled-a lit- 
tle. “I dare say, she’s still asleep. She put her 
bed right across the door but I crawled under it. 
The door opens out; she didn’t notice that!” 

“A true detective’s child!’ Mr. Carden 
smiled grudgingly, but admiringly. “Come. 
here.” 

She went to him with utter confidence, perched 
on his knee and turning, saw Jean and Jack 
and Tim where they stood together. Tim had 
taken loose hold of Jean’s arm as they rose to 
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leave. The hand tightened so that ithurt. What 
was the matter with Tim? 

Flower paid no attention to Tim; her look 
was for Jean, and again that look of fear that 
Jean knew so well crossed the mobile little face; 
she turned to her grandfather and cried in terror- 
stricken tones. 

“What is she doing here? I didn’t tell her 
anything! Really and truly, Grand-dad, I 
didn’t!” \ 

“There, there,’ he soothed her, “quiet down, 
little lady! You knew I didn’t want you to excite 
suspicion either. You put a touch of drama in 
this blind obedience to Grand-dad.” 

“IT told her she was to tell no one at school who 
I was or what we were doing here or who she 
was. Surely that was simple—just a nice little 
girl named Flower Carden, with her old grand- 
father—living quietly down here for the air and 
rest.” 

“T thought her name was Dumont!” 

The Tarantula looked sternly at his grand- 
child and she burst out, emotionally: 

“T know how you hate to have me use mother’s 
name but I wasn’t going to have the girls at this 
school laugh at me and call me ‘Flower-garden,’ 
the way they did‘at the last school. It’s bad 
enough to have a ‘name like ‘Flower,’ without 
the rest of it being tacked on. I told the teachers 
that my name was Flower Carden Dumont, but 
that I wanted the Carden part left out.” 
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“Well,” her grandfather argued, “anyway, I 
didn’t want you to be so secretive as to arouse the 
detective instincts of your schoolmates.” 

He turned to Jean. 

“What made you think this young lady was 
being held against her will? She really loves 
her old Grand-daddy although there are times 
when you wouldn’t think so. That’s why I keep 
her with me instead of sending her to boarding- 
school, though I should not have brought her 
down here if Miss Pridgett had not been an old 
friend of mine. Now my business-here is almost 
finished, we will go back to New York. And 
boarding-school for you, I’m afraid, after to- 
night’s revelations!” 

“She was always staring at me!” Flower 
pointed at Jean. “I was afraid she was going 
to ask me questions. And I hate that old school! 
All those old girls, they all know each other and 
nobody paid any attention to me but her, but she 
kept watching me all the time when she didn’t 
think I saw her! She even hid behind some 
bushes to watch me get into the car when Slick 
called for me; I was scared! I thought Do-do 
was maybe having her find out something.” 

Tim was rude, Jean thought, for he asked: 

“Who is Do-dor” ; 

‘Jean ignored his question; there were ques- 
tions of her own she wanted answered. she inter- 
rogated Flower rapidly. 

“Why did you get scared when you saw me. 
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watching you dance? Why did you always keep 
off by yourself and why did you go off all by 
yourself whenever the car called for you? I can 
see why the chauffeur never wanted to wait 
around, because he is a detective and he called 
for you because it is too far for you to walk to 
school, but even if you thought I was a detective 
or something, that was no reason for you to stop 
dancing all at once in the middle of the dance!” 

Flower dropped her head and looked guiltily 
up at her grandfather beneath her brows. 

“Grandfather didn’t want me to dance. He 
didn’t want any one to know I could dance. That 
was one way Do-do could trace me.” 

Speechless, Mr. Carden looked down at 
Flower, then turned from her to Jean: 

“Because a little girl looks timid and scared 
in a new school, it seems to me, there is no cause 
for suspicion of anything unusual. But I have 
an idea that you are not entirely to blame; the 
daughter of an actress is almost certain to overdo 
any dramatic situation.” 

So Flower was the daughter of an actress— 
Jean was right, then, in thinking she was dif- 
ferent! She regarded her with a new curiosity 
as she answered Mr. Carden: 

“You, see—she was dressed so—well, so 
gorgeously that first day and she was so white 
and scared-looking and then I happened to be 
looking at this house and it was all dark, and 
then I saw her light in the turret and I thought | 
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that meant she was sending for help because she 
was kidnaped.” 

“So ho! Miss Flower! Reading after hours 
again, just as I thought! All right, Midget stays 
in the kitchen to-morrow all day!” 

As if in answer to his name, the huge black 
cat poured himself over the balustrade of the 
balcony, came through the window and added 
himself to the group in the armchair. Jean 
reflected that Midget must have done a lot of 
growing since he was given his name! 

Flower simply held the big cat close to her and 
looked at her grandfather who reached to rub 
one of the cat’s big ears. 

“Well, I suppose I must forgive you this time. 
Your punishment is remanded and Midget won’t 
have to stay in. But next time I mean to take 
him away from you altogether!” 

Jean saw why Flower was such a baby over 
things—her grandfather spoiled her and treated 
her as if she was nothing but a small child. If 
she were the youngest of a large family she 
would soon learn not to take herself so seriously! 

Tim went over to Mr. Carden and Flower. 
He was very pale and more serious than he had 
been in the midst of the excitement. 

“Please tell me something,” he began. “Ts this 
girl’s mother an actress named Do-do Dumont?” 
— “That is her stage name,” replied Mr. Carden. 
“Her real name is Dorothy Carden and she was 
my son’s wife until he died three years ago. She 
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was not giving this child a fair chance to have 
a child’s life so I took her away by a court-order. 
She was making her a dancer before she was old 
enough to decide for herself whether she wanted 
to be one or not and ignoring her education and 
her health. She is always trying to find out 
where Flower is, so that she can steal her from 
me. Do you know her?” 

“T ought to,” Tim replied quietly. ‘“She’s my 
mother, too. So Flower is my little sister.” 


CHAPTER XVI 
. TIM IS SURPRISED 


LOWER looked at Tim with curiosity. - 
kK “Are you Timmy? Do-do was crying 
one day and when I asked her why, she 
said it was because she didn’t know what had 
happened to Timmy. Do-do seldom cried about 
anything. She liked to be gay!” 

The detective put Flower gently aside and 
rose and spoke to Tim: . 

“Flow can she be your sister? Her father was 
my son and he had only one child.” 

“Do-do kept quiet about her first marriage, 
that was why. She was just a young dancing- 
girl when she met my father and he died when 
I was about twelve. She didn’t want your son 
to know that she had been married before and 
had a child so she left me with the people we 
had been living with. They sent me to an 
orphan asylum when she didn’t come back. It 
almost broke my young heart when she left me 
—it was at night and she looked just like Flower 
did when she came in just now; that’s what made 
me think about it. Jean didn’t tell me Flower’s 
last name before. I never saw her again and I 


never want to!” 
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Flower went up and put her hand in his. 

“T know she was sorry, Timmy,” she said in a 
gentle way Jean had never seen. “I know she 
tried to find you but she never could!” 

“T ran away from school and started working,” 
Tim continued to Mr. Carden although he still 
held Flower’s hand, “and I got along. I even 
got a pretty good education by going to night- 
school, but it was no doing of hers that I got 
along even as well as I did.” 

“There will be time to talk all this over to- 
“morrow,” Mr. Carden interrupted. “You young 
ladies must get some sleep if you are to be at 
school to-morrow on time. I am very tired, 
myself.” 

School seemed very remote. Jean felt as if 
she had lived a whole lifetime since Friday 
afternoon; for once she looked forward to the 
familiar routine; excitement palled on one after 
awhile! 

Jack had been playing with the panel behind 
him, pushing the knob in the wall and making 
it open and shut; now he stepped in and the 
panel closed behind him. 

“Jack!” Jean called in panic. 

He reappeared in the aperture, grinning at 


her terror, reached for the knob in the wall, ' 


pressed it, and the panel slid smoothly into place 

so that the whole wall looked to be solid. 
“Pretty slick!’ He commended Mr. Carden. 
“Clever carpenter work,” Mr. Carden agreed. 
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‘“‘“A man on the force who used to be a crook and 
decided to go straight turned out to be very use- 
ful—an expert at this sort of thing. He learned 
the carpenter’s trade in the Tyrol when he was 
young. When my lookouts reported that the 
gang had started to work near here, I spotted 
this place as just about what I wanted and put 
him to work here for a week, fixing things up. 
This paneled room was just the thing and the 
rest of the house needed nothing. Would you 
like to see it?” 

As they went through it, they met a frightened 
Merkle on the third floor stairs; she had just 
awakened and missed Flower and was so re- 
lieved at seeing her safe that all her grimness 
vanished. Flower was not one bit afraid of her; 
she was never grim to her! 

Carden had put. Flower in the turret that she 
might be as far away from any danger as pos- 
sible. If anything happened to him, Merkle had 
orders to smuggle her down a hidden back stair 
—also the carpenter’s arrangement—around the 
hill and up the back road, “to that house.” Car- 
den pointed out the turret-window—to Marian’s 
house! What a coincidence! 

The turret-room was plainly furnished and 
Jean contrasted it with her own charming room 
at home—poor Flower! A red satin coverlet 
and two ugly, huge overdressed boudoir dolls 
and a heavily decorated lamp-shade were the 
only contrast to the plain white-washed walls and 
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rigid furniture; the carpenter had been also en- 
trusted with furnishing the rooms that were to 
be used—poor Flower, said Jean to herself 
again! 

: The view was lovely, though, for you could 
see from three sides of it; it was no wonder 
Flower had liked standing there and looking out 
when she was supposed to be in bed. 

The rest of the house was empty, which ac- 
counted for the closed shutters and made the 
house look so deserted. Above the paneled 
library was Mr. Carden’s plainly furnished room 
and two for the other men. The dining-room 
was back of the library and back of that was 
the kitchen, which Merkle refused to let them 
enter because it was not in perfect order. Merkle 
seemed very precise! 

When they returned to the hall, Jean entered 
the niche just back of one of the panels and 
pressed the knob; it slid smoothly open and she 
stepped out of it into the library with a thrill. 
This was being like a detective in a book! 

A detective in a book was not very much like 
real life, though! Jean was very glad that her 
career had been so brief. He lived always in 
danger, a detective did, like Mr. Carden. He 
had been waiting for a long time, waiting for 
the ‘Creeper to find him—that must have been 
scary! They had never seen each other, for 
Mr. Carden had been in England, he said, when 
the Crawier had been sent to jail that time, but 
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he was the one who had traced him down and the 
Crawler knew it and had been out to “get him.” 
What a terrible life! \ 

The group separated a few moments later, al- 
though Flower and Tim were loath to part. 
That seemed strange to Jean; a brother one had 
known always, like she had known Jack, was of 
course very dear to a girl, but it seemed strange 
to be so fond of a stranger all at once, even if 
he was as nice as Tim. Tim was good-looking, 
but not nearly as handsome or as clever as Jack! 

She and Tim and Jack went out the very front- 
door she had thought so mysterious; now it was 
left-wide open that the hall-light might guide 
them as far as the wall. Carden explained that 
no two of the detectives ever entered by the same 
route—one always came over the wall—another 
carried the key for the old gate—the chauffeur— 
the fat man entered through the garage at the 
back and so on. Jean could not help wondering, 
if one of them had chosen her path to enter by, 
if the result would have been the same. Suppose 
he had come suddenly upon her, he might have 
stabbed her, for orders were to take: any of the 
gang at sight, alive or dead! 

Mr. Carden had restored Jean’s gun and flash- 
light to her before they left, saying: 

“When I saw the cigarettes I thought you 
were a young tough—-smoking at your age!” 

“They were a surprise for Jack!” she ex- 
plained. ‘He always runs out of them just when 
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he needs them most and I thought he would 
probably be smoking a lot to-night—the excite- 
ment, you know.” 

‘““As it happens, I am all out—thanks!” Jack 
took possession of the imitation gun and all. 
“TH fill this with something nice when I return 
it,” he assured her. 

The flashlight came in handy in a few minutes 
for they found the spot used by the “wall-bandit” 
and it was easier to climb than Jean’s place had 
been. Then they climbed the hill. Jean’s de- 
tective work was finished forever! 

Jack decided that he would wait another day 
before going back to Chicago and he and Tim 
arranged a meeting for the next day. Tim 
sought his motorcycle and soon it was roaring 
away into the distance. 

“Now, Jean,” counseled Jack, “I think you 
should be at home with Mother after all this 
excitement and, to tell the truth, I’d rather sleep 
myself in my own good bed at home. TU go in 
and wake Bill and tell him I’m going home and 
I’m going to kidnap you. 

“Tt’s funny how my mind runs on crime, very, 
vurry strange!” he teased. “Well, honey-chile, 
you certatnly deserve a bit of razzing for the 
wild-goose chase you led us on to-night. Timmy 
seems happy, though it is a mystery to me how 
any man can be pleased because he just found a 
little sister—the pests! Ouch! Don’t you poke 
me in the chest like that, gal, or I'll get my 
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friend Tweedles to slam you one in the eye! 
We'll get in the car here and T’ll run it\back in 
front of the house; you can wait for me there.” 

But Jean was a little afraid to do that, so she 
followed Jack and stood just inside the door 
while Jack went into the living-room to wake 
Bill. - Bill didn’t want to wake up. 

“Whate Whore” he protested thickly. “Well, 
why wake me up to tell me that? I don’t care 
whether you sleep here or sleep in the street or 
whether you ever sleep at all.” 

Then Jack’s voice: 

“Wake up enough to remember this, you bone- 
head. In the morning tell Marian that Jean 
went out with me to-night and that I am bring- 
ing her home in my car with me; can you re- 
member thatr” 

“T’ll remember that you were crazy to-night”; 
there was a loud yawn. “Put that light out and 
get out, will you?” . 

When Jack returned on tiptoe, Jean pointed 
upward. 

“Smuff! In my room! I can’t leave him!” 

_Jack made a gesture of exasperation but tip- 
toed on up the stairs; Jean heard Marian’s sleepy 
voice— ‘Who’s that” 

“Me. Jack. I’m going home. Taking Jean. 
Likewise her pooch. O.K.?” 

“All right with me! Don’t wake the baby! 
G’night.” 

Jack came down with the wildly wiggling 
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Smuff under his arm. Jean was so glad to see 
him—what would Smuff have done if anything 
had happened to her? 

“Tf I had known,” she made timid apology to 
Jack, “I—-I wouldn’t have tried to do it.” 

“Tonorance isn’t always bliss, kid,” he replied; 
“fools rush in and all that sort of thing—where 
angels fear to tread—-and you pretty near made 
angels out of Timmy and me. I didn’t know 
you were guessing all that—the way you told it 
to me, I thought it was all true.” 

As the car pulled away, Jean turned to look 
at the Dark House. There it was, secret and 
furtive looking; its closed and darkened rooms 
gave it the deserted, abandoned look. The mys- 
tery of the. Dark House was solved but she felt 
she must know more of the future of the Little 
White Princess. That was a more interesting 
mystery to be solved! 


CHAPTER XVII 
THE DESTINY OF THE PRINCESS 


EAN awoke the next morning in her own 
] bed; the winter sunshine was streaming in 

- the window, she could hear Celeste’s canary 
singing away in the dining-room and Smuff 
carrying on his daily feud with the grocery-boy 
at the back door. 

She stretched. luxuriously. What day was it 
and what time was it—oh, oh! She lay back 
again to think over again the lurid events of the 
night before and her mother came in with some 
sewing in her hand. 

“Fas Jack gone yet, Mother?” 

“He just left to meet some friend named Tim. 
He said not to wake you-—you’d tell me all about 
it when you woke up. I'll bring up your break. 
fast now; you lie there and rest.” . 

Rest? That was a funny thing for Mother 
to say, thought Jean. How much did she know? 
As she ate her breakfast, Jean looked at her 
mother who was sewing in a low chair near the 
window and decided that the story of Flower 
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“Mother, there is a beautiful girl at school 


and she lives in a big old house near Marian’s.” 

“The Dark House?” 

Mother did not look up from her sewing. 

“Why, yes; the Dark House, I called it that. 
Well, a detective lives there and this girl is his 
granddaughter.” 

“Then it isn’t a den of thieves and murder- 
ers?” 

“Mother, you’re laughing at me! Jack told 
you!” 

“Every word—wasn’t it thrilling!” 

What a surprising person her mother was, 
thought Jean. Who would ever dream that she 
would take it like this? They talked it all out 
then and Jean knew how silly she had been not 
to take her mother into her confidence from the 
‘beginning. If she had only known that she 
would understand like this! 

“Well, we won’t try to draw any moral lessons 
from it.” Her mother saw how seriously Jean 
took her own folly so she made light of it, now 
the thing was over. ‘But next time, I wish you’d 
take me along, only that would be such a bad 
example for Tweedles and Smuff!” 

Smuff heard his name from his place at the 
front window, where he was waiting for the 
postman’s visit, and came running up to see what 
was wanted. Jean gave him a few energetic hugs 
which he endured with loud grunts, looking 
plaintively over her shoulder at her mother. 
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Jean thought about Flower when her mother 
had left her, while she read her mail. The girl’s 
stark little room, her companions, the stiff 
Merkle, the black cat and her grandfather with 
his dangerous profession—always moving about, 
never knowing what might happen from day to 
day—no wonder she was pale—no wonder she 
looked sad! 

Jean turned to the other side of her pillow and 
the other side of the subject. It must be won- 
derful to be able to dance like Flower could, 
and how enthralling to be the daughter of an 
actress! 

Jean was told to get up and dressed when Jack 
returned and come down to luncheon, for he had 
brought Flower along as a surprise. She had 
worn her blue velvet frock and her manner was 
formal and a little haughty, although she was 
neither shy nor frightened to-day. 

She refused the mushroom soup and said “no” 
to a plate of broiled chops and baked potatoes, 
but took a small helping of spinach. 

“Aha,” teased Jack, “she’s afraid of getting 
fat! Keeping the old weight down, aren’t you, 
Flower?” a 

“Well, I certainly don’t want to be fat’ 
Flower snapped back. 

“No wonder you look like a little ghost!” 
Mrs. Ray smiled to take any hurt out of her 
words. “Of course, no man, especially a busy 
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man like your grandfather, would see that: you 
ate properly. But Merkle should see to it.” 

“Merkle.can never make me do what she 
wants except when Granddad is around. She’s 
taken care of me since I was little. She’s mar- 
ried to Slick and he goes every place with 
Grand-dad. He drives the car and everything, 
and even when people know about Grand-dad 
they never think about Slick being a detective, 
too.” 

“But you’ve got. the wrong slant on things, 
Flower,” said Jack. ‘You could add many an 
ounce before there was any danger of you being 
in line to win the fat girls’ race at the village 
picnic. You're not. old enough yet, I hope, to 
be interested in your silhouette! As soon as 
Jean starts to get young-ladyish and impossible, 
I’m going to drop her cold and I bet Tim feels 
the same way about you.” 

“But I can’t get any fatter—I don’t want to!” 
Flower protested petulantly; she hated to be 
crossed in any way. 

“T’m going to be a dancer 

“Gosh, I thought you had some sense! You 
give the best years of your life to it when you 
ought to be larking around with Tim—and after 
the tough time he has had—then when you get 
to be about twenty-five—blooie!—it’s all finished 
—and so are you!” 

“Tf I live till I’m twenty-five,” Jean com- 
mented, “I don’t care what happens to me; I'll 
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be so old I don’t suppose Pll care about any- 
thing—there’l] be no fun then.” 

“Well, you young fat-head!” scolded Jack. “I 
haven’t so far to go to reach that mark myself 
and I tell you I have no notion of dying—al- 
though last night I wasn’t so sure! Sorry, Jean 
—I won’t bring that up again.” 

It was plain that Jack didn’t like Flower very 
well, and when she found she was no longer the 
center of attraction she sat back in her chair and 
sulked. Jean knew now why she was so pale— 
because she ate hardly at all—how terribly 
spoiled she was—and so vain! 

After luncheon was over Jean suggested that 
they play ball. This guest was difficult to enter- 
tain! 

“You’re as bad as Grand-dad—he was always 
wanting me to play games—I hate them!” 

“TI suppose you only like to dance.’ Jean 
tried to be tactful. ‘You do dance so beauti- 
fully!” 

“Oh, yes, when I am not tired. I seem to get 
tired a lot lately—but of course I am going to 
be a dancer—a great dancer.” . 

This self-satisfaction was too much for Jean. 

“Let’s go up to my room,” she suggested. 
“T’ve got some books maybe you'd like to read.” 

“What a lovely room!” Flower’s enthusiasm 
was genuine. “Is it really yours—all by your- 
self?” 

Jean looked at it with new eyes—it was attrac- 
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tive—she had helped her mother make the ivory 
and pale pink curtains and bedspread to match. 
Her own little desk stood in one corner—her 
own bookcase held ‘all her favorite books and 
even the pictures were of her own choice. 
Flower relaxed in the low chair at the win- 
dow, then each girl selected a book to read and 
all communication ceased for the time being. 
About four, Gee-gee came leaping up the 
stairs in her usual long-legged fashion. She 
was not at all nonplussed at the presence of an 
earlier visitor but after one surprised look at 
the sight of Flower had greeted her calmly: 
“Hullo; Flower—what are you doing here?” 
Then without waiting for any answer she 
rolled over and over on Jean’s bed in a wild 
romp with Smuff. When the noise of this had 
subsided she contributed some news. 
“Say, there was another burglary last night.” 
Gee-gee told with horrible distinctness the de- 
tails of the robbery at Flemings’ the night be- 
fore; every one had kept it from Jean, she knew 
now, because it was her fault that Mr. Carden 
had been delayed before he could prevent it— 
delayed by her foolish plans. The bandits had 
beat the Fleming caretaker until he told where 
the valuables were kept. The family were all 
away but he had been with them for years and 
he knew where the jewels and things were and 
had had to show the hidden safe to the thieves. 
He was suffering badly—was in the hospital and 
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would be for a long time, related Gee-gee with 
gusto. 

Jean and Flower exchanged looks and for the 
first time there was a feeling of. friendship be- 
tween them. Flower knew all about the mis- 
takes Jean had made but she wasn’t telling! 
Maybe, even though she was so different from 
the princess that Jean had imagined her to be, 
she had been more worth rescuing, after all! 

Gee-gee stretched out luxuriously on the rum- 
pled bed. 

“T think Dll be a detective when I grow up; 
it must be a lot of fun.” 

Silence. Neither of the two girls looked at 
each other, but each knew the other’s thought— 
fun! If Gee-gee only knew! 

“Maybe I’d rather be a dancer,” continued 
Gee-gee, who loved to speculate about her fu- 
ture. “I’m going to do a solo dance for. Mother’s 
club next month—a Spanish dance—Dad says it 
looks like the ‘dance of the string of spinach.’ ” 

“Flower is going to be a dancer,” said Jean. 
“Fler mother is an actress in England.” 

“Really?” Gee-gee approved of that. “Well, 
you certainly dance swell, kid. I bet it’s swell 
being a dancer!” . 

All the efforts of all her teachers could not 
enlarge Gee-gee’s vocabulary nor eliminate her 
habit of talking like her five brothers. 

“Tt’s tiresome sometimes,” Flower spoke natu- 
rally now. “I love to dance when I feel like it, 
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but it is a lot of. work and I do hate work, don’t 
your I used to have to practice such a lot in 
London—at the ballet-school. An hour at the 
bars, the first thing—an hour of gesture work— 
two hours of toe-work with only time for a bit 
of lunch between—blimy, my poor little toes 
used to ache—that’s why I can’t get any heavier 
—it’s too hard on my toes. But I hated most the 
leg-twist—they lift it a little higher each day 
until you learn to kick straight above vour head 
—straight—straight up—it hurts! Ill have to 
go over it all again now that I am out of prac- 
tice. I really believe that I.am not so anxious 
to become a dancer, after all!” 

“Why do your” demanded Gee-gee. “I guess 
no one is forcing you to, are they? I guess you 
are not a slave, are your” 

“We—ell,” answered Flower slowly as if the 
thought had never been put to her that way be- 
fore. “TI was trained to be ever since I can 
remember. I never thought about anything 
else.” 

Flower and Gee-gee were having the conver- 
sation entirely to themselves. Jean felt a little 
out of things. They both seemed to have for- 
gotten about her. It was plain to see that Flower 
liked Gee-gee. But Gee-gee was Jean’s par- 
ticular friend! 

“Hey, Jean,” Gee-gee suggested, ‘“‘d’ye s’pose 
your mother would let us go down to the kitchen 
and make some of those swell chocolate cookies 


DESTINY OF THE PRINCESS 179 


Hulda showed you how to make, if we asked 
her? Listen, I brought over some sandwiches. 
Tommy had a party last night and his girl-friend 
made some and they left a lot. They’re down- 
stairs.” , 

Flower watched every single process of the 
baking with deep interest and when the girls had 
spread the tea-table with Jean’s very own tea-set 
and linen she ate heartily. 

The change that the food made in her was 
surprising—she giggled as much as Gee-gee, she 
whistled to the canary and insisted on washing 
the dishes afterward. Then Gee-gee suggested 
a game of tag in the yard in the gathering dark- 
ness and Flower agreed with enthusiasm. Gee- 
gee was teaching the White Princess to be a 
girl at last, but in the process they were both 
forgetting Jean! 


CHAPTER XVIII 
REWARD 


“¢ ELLO, Jean. How’s tricks?” 
H At first Jean did not recognize the 
young man at the door as she and 
Flower stood in the hall after dinner, playing 
with Smuff. Jack came out of the library at 
once and greeted him. 

“Hello, Timmy: I hardly recognizéd you out 
ef uniform—and you're a bit late!” 

“Yeah—sorry, Jack, but I stopped to see Car- 
den on my way down. It’s all right for Flower 
to go back there to-night. Carden wants Flower 
under his eye as muchas possible because her 
mother is trying to kidnap her—our mother! I 
wrote to Do-do to-day—having a mail-pilot I 
know posting it in New York. She won’t be 
very happy at hearing from her only son when 
she gets that letter!” 

“Oh, you’ll square it all up some time,” Jack 
consoled him. ' 

“Well, maybe, some day,” was Tim’s hopeful 
answer. “Now, Flower, let’s get going. You 
can ride on the back of my motorcycle; come 
on!” 

“Right!” Flower was always her sweetest to 
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this new brother with no sign of the petulance 
she showed toward her grandfather. 

Flower looked like a bright blue butterfly 
perched behind Tim’s broad shoulders and Jean 
sighed as she reéntered the house. Life was 
pretty much the same everyday round for girls 
like her. People like Flower seemed to have all 
the fun and everybody making a fuss over them! 
Jean had never had a ride on the back of a motor- 
cycle, even. 

Jean turned in with a little foreboding —back 
in the house was her waiting family, ready to 
tease her about her escapade! 

Mother ‘had told them everything—Jack ad- 
vised it, and there was a teasing quirk at the 
corner of her father’s mouth as he looked up 
from his paper and spoke. 

“Tired, Baby? Don’t you think you ought to 
take a good rest before you start out on your 
night’s work?” 

Celeste broke in. 

“Jean, you are the craziest child! And 
Mother says that I am to blame for bringing you 
those books!” 

Jean’s mother entered the room; she had been 
helping Jack pack his bag. She gave a quick 
look around. 

“Listen, everybody!” she said, “there has been 
enough talk about this! These are orders from 
the head of the house. It is not to be talked 
about any more and we are going to forget it. 
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Jean has been through enough. And no one is 
even to mention it to Marian because she lives 
so close to the Dark House and she is so nerv- 
ous—nor Bill; not for some time, anyway. You 
can tell Tweedles if you want; then. he and 
Smuff can have a good gossip about it together.” 

School went on as usual the néxt day, but 
busier than ever because of the approaching 
Christmas holidays. Jean had time to notice 
that Flower was at school every day and that 
was about all. They were in different classes 
and Flower no longer went to the dancing-class. 

One day, when she encountered Gee-gee in 
the Round Walk, both had news. 

“Gee-gee, if I do well in the piano duet in 
the Christmas concert, Mother says I shall have 
violin lessons next year!” 

“Do you want to?” Gee-gee couldn’t show any 
enthusiasm about adding to the already large 
number of necessities for an education. “Say, 
Je-yun, do you know the new kid?” 

“Flower Dumont?” Jean had wondered a 
little about the sudden friendship between the 
two, and wanted to find out just how close they 
were. “Do you see her much?” 

“Sure—once in a while but she’s studying 
hard to get ahead not to be with the young kids. 
Her mother never made her go to school so she’s 
way behind. She’s coming home from school 
with me to-night and I’m going to help her with 
her lessons!” — 
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Jean laughed heartily at that, and after a 
haughty moment of silence, Gee-gee joined her; 
the idea of her being able to teach any one any- 
thing seemed very funny to them both. 

That night after dinner, Jean loitered on the 
front-walk until Tim came along, bound for 
Horton’s. He came over when he saw her. 

“Tim, I’ve been dying to know—have they 

. caught the rest of the gang?” 

“Not yet, Jean—they’ll lay low for awhile, 
because we caught the Creeper and he was the 
guy that planned everything. But they'll be 
sticking their heads out of their holes yet and 
then we'll get them. But don’t talk about it to 
Flower. She gets worried about Grandpa. Oh, 
I know he’s not my own grandfather, but he’s 
one white man—couldn’t treat me better if I was 
his own son. Well, I must be picking Flower up 
—it’s getting late. By-by, Jean.” 

Christmas shopping now loomed large upon 
the immediate horizon and Jean’s savings 
amounted to only seventy-three cents. How was 
that going to buy even one decent present? She 
would have to get every one some silly trifle 
again this year; what a disappointment! 

The Saturday before Christmas, she finally 
gave up hope of having any more; there was no 
use asking for any, either! 

She counted out her seventy-three cents on the 
bed, shaking the bank to be sure of the last penny, 
while Smuff chased a nickel that rolled off in 
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one corner; al! of a sudden, the front door of 
the house opened and shut. 

Jean was alone in the house; even Greta was 
out. A wild fear possessed her. Perhaps the 
Creeper had broken out of jail and had come to 
take revenge! Smuff left the chase, pricked up 
his ears and was off, down the stairs at such 
speed that Jean heard him roll down the last 
two. 

Then he broke out into moans and yells of 
anguish and Jean, forgetting to be afraid for 
herself, rushed to save her pet! 

Smuff’s howls meant sudden and inarticulate 
joy. Jack was home! And he wasn’t expected 
for three more days! 

“Where’s everybody?r” He shouted as he 
caught sight of Jean and she replied: ~ 

“Christmas shopping”; then added mater- 
nally, “Have you had any breakfast, dear?” 

Food was her mother’s first thought when any 
of her children came home and Jack’s matter-of- 
fact suggestion of a cup of coffee made Jean 
glow. , 

They sat a long time over the breakfast that 
Jean spread for Jack on the corner of the dining- 
room table. She sat on the table beside his place 
and served him. 

Jack finished a cup of coffee and two dough- 
nuts before he talked. Then he explained: 

“T didn’t wait for any breakfast; I just rushed 
for the train when I got the news.” 
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“What news?” . 

“Carden cleaned out the nest of bandits last 
night. Ferreted it out that their new hang-out 
was at the Pink Pig—about forty miles north. 
He took them ali—Tim wired me to come down 
—I wish he’d done it yesterday!” 

“But if it’s all over, why did he ask you to 
come down?” 

“Because to-day Carden collects the reward 
for their capture and he’s going to split some 
between Tim and you and me. Jean, by to-night 
you and IJ are going to have one hundred dollars 
apiece!” 

Jean and Jack drove out to the Dark House 
that afternoon. The shutters were all open, even 
on the unoccupied side of the house. Jack 
turned his car into the old road that Jean had 
used the time she had discovered the Dark 
House. The iron gates were standing open and 
they could see Flower practicing tennis-strokes 
with half-a-dozen balls against the side of the 
house; her cheeks had some color in them to-day 
and her intense preoccupation changed into a 
welcoming smile. 

“Good-afternoon!” she greeted them. “Grand- 
dad is expecting you. Why didn’t you bring 
Gee-gee along and then she could have played 
with me while you talk!” 

Flower seemed to think that she owned Gee- 
gee although Gee-gee and Jean had practically 
grown up together. Jean minded it a moment 
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and then her usual good sense came to her rescue 
and she laughed. 

“She’s knitting a scarf for her mother for 
Christmas and she’s got only about five rows 
done! She says she'll have to sit up all night 
every night between now and Christmas to get 
it done!” 

Mr. Carden awaited them in the library where 
the opened shutters gave the room a very dif- 
ferent look: there was a half-packed kit-bag on 
a chair, a row of books tied together with string 
and other signs of departure. 

“We're leaving on Monday,” said Mr. Car- 
den. “My work is.done here so I must go back 
to New York. I shall put Flower in a board- 
ing school; some place not too far away, so I 
can have the‘child with me often. My experi- 
ment of having her down here with me didn’t 
work out so well, and I thought the fresh air 
would be so good for her!” 

“Where do you spend Christmas Day?” Jack 
inquired. . 

“Tn our New York hotel,” answered Mr. Car- 
den. ‘IT shall have a tree for Flower of course.” 

“T’m too old for a tree!” Flower pouted, “‘and 
I hate Christmas anyway! You buy me a lot 
of silly. dolls and toys that I don’t want and 
there’s. nothing to do all day and you get the 
blues and we have dinner in a horrid old dining- 
room where everybody has the blues too and the 
waiters and bell-boys and maids all tell you 
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about how bad they feel not to be home for 
Christmas—I hate it!” 

Jack then extended his mother’s invitation for 
the day. and Flower besought her grandfather 
to please, please, please say they would go! 

“Tt is a very kind thought of your mother,” 
Mr. Carden smiled. “Of course we are only too 
happy to accept. And now for business!” 

He picked up two checks from the desk and 
handed one to Jean and the other to Jack. 

“Here is your share of the reward. It may 
not seem very much but of course I had to split 
the original sum with my boys. This is a part 
of my share. Of course you have earned it—and 
I should be very unfair not to do it. It would 
be more, but a part had to go to the old house- 
man of Flemings, for it was my fault that I was 
not there to protect him. I must at least pay to 
have him have every comfort in the hospital— 
atleast until the Flemings get back—he is suf- 
fering a good deal, poor fellow!” 

Jean looked down at her check; she had never 
owned even a quarter of the amount before. It 
was a dazzling sum and all sorts of magic dreams 
that it could accomplish formed in her mind. 
The detective’s last words drove the dreams 
away. It was her fault that the detective had. 
been delayed, so it was her fault that the old man 
had been hurt. It was different with Jack—he 
had been ready and willing to protect Mr. Car- 
den with his own life!” 
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“T can’t take this. I don’t deserve it.” 

Jean walked forward and put the check on the 
desk. 

Mr. Carden put it again in her hand 

“Nonsense, my dear! I would gladly have 
paid more than that to find Tim for Flower and 
it was you who brought that about—you and 
Jack.” 

Jack and Jean looked a: zach other. Jack tore 
up his check. 

“T tell you, Mr. Carden, neither Jean nor I 
would feel right about it if we took all this 
money. We’ll keep half and you use the other 
hundred to make a nice Christmas for that poor 
old man. How about it?” 

“A decision worthy of Solomon!” Mr. Car- 
den agreed. “But are you sure you are both 
satisfied ?” 

“Tt’s velvet for us both,” laughed Jack, ‘and 
it sure is good of you, sir, for we are not en- 
titled to a cent. But how about Tim?” 

“T’m looking after Tim!” Mr. Carden as- 
sured him. “Flower’s brother would interest 
me anyway, and Tim is such a fine lad that I 
am grateful to you young people for finding him 
for me. I feel as if I had another son in Tim!” 

Jean was delighted with Tim’s good luck and 
Flower’s happiness but she was now all impa- 
tience to get away. This year’s Christmas shop- 
ping would mean something, after. all! 


CHAPTER XIX 


PRESENTS! 


HRISTMAS!!! 
A rush of shining snow, the sound of 


sleigh-bells, the sudden blooming of 
holly wreaths in the windows and much happy 
excitement. 

Florrie arrived home on Christmas Eve, and 
Jean could not understand her own rush of joy 
at seeing her, for up to now she had always re- 
garded her as a useless ornament. Her bitter 
experiences had seemed to give her a new per- 
spective on everything and every one. Florrie 
was so happy to see Jean, too. Florrie was 
pretty sweet, after all! 

There was church early in the morning and 
the Carols, then home for breakfast and the 
big tree afterwards! The tree was supposed to 
be for Tweedles, whom Dad called “the family 
excuse.” Marian and Bill had come the night 
before with the baby and with Bill simply loaded 
with packages. Verena came that morning to 
help Greta. . . 

The fact that every one was home seemed for 
the first time in her life to matter to Jean, but 


in spite of that, she wouldn’t let Dad linger for 
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a second cup of coffee, she was so anxious to get 
to the tree! 

The family ceremony was that every one 
searched his or her own stocking, one at a time, 
in order of seniority. There was some debate 
as to whether Smuff should not have his stocking 
before Tweedles, for he was certainly older! 
The débate was settled as Florrie dangled the 
baby’s stocking before his eyes and Smuff made 
a leap for it. The baby grabbed at the same 
time, while Smuff tugged lustily at his end until 
it split and the contents were strewn all over the 
floor. Smuff got hold of a tough caramel that 
effectually silenced him for awhile; the baby 
showed total indifference to his lovely new toys 
but chewed contentedly on an old rubber dog 
that was his favorite possession. 

Now began an anxious time for Jean; would 
they like what she had bought for them? Every 
cent of her money had gone for presents except 
the five dollars she gave to her mother for the 
poor family Mrs. Ray took care of every Christ- 
mas. It was to buy some nice gift for the gir] 
who was about her own age afid she added the 
pleated skirt and the dark sweater to her 
mother’s box as well as the money; she never 
wanted: to see that outfit again! 

“What’s this?” Dad exclaimed as he came on 
a little square box in the toe of his stocking 
marked “From your Baby Girl.” On Christ- 
mas, Jean felt that she would like to make every 
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concession possible—Dad loved to pretend she 
still was a baby. On a slip of paper in the box 
were the words, “Look under the sofa.” Dad 
did so, with much puffing and groaning and 
pulled out a large box. He unwrapped paper 
after paper and opened box after box, complain- 
ing picturesquely all the time; finally he came 
down to a little unique chromium figure of 
Flight for the radiator of his car, of which he 
was very proud. 

“And to think I thought you had no more 
imagination than to get the Old Man a box of 
five-cent cigars!” 

Her mother cried a little over the crystal neck- 
lace that was Jean’s present; the situation was 
lightened by the giggling Verena, who came 
next. At each present she giggled louder and 
when Jean’s gift of a multi-colored set of neck- 
lace, bracelet and ear-rings was disclosed she 
burst into loud laughter. Jean was offended 
until she realized that that was Verena’s way 
of covering her embarrassment and showing her 
appreciation. Greta refused to take part. “I 
got my turkey to watch,” she said laconically, 
though she seemed placidly pleased with her 
gifts. 

Jack had told Jean to get a box for Marian— 
a handkerchief box and he would put his gift 
into it: 

“Did you bring it from Chicago, Jack? 
Please let me see it!” 


192 SECRET OF THE DARK HOUSE 


“Yes—it came from Chicago. You'll sée it 
when the time comes. You get a nice fancy 
handkerchief box to put it in!” 

Jean had given Bill a subscription to the 
detective magazine she had caught him reading 
surreptitiously and after he had been loaded 
with ties and socks and handkerchiefs by the rest 
of the family, Jack handed Jean the sandal-wood 
box she had chosen for Marian. 

When Marian opened it, there was a package 
inside wrapped in tissue-paper, which Marian 
began to unwrap with interest and then let it fall 
with acry. It was a gun! 

It was Jean’s toy gun; she thought that was a 
very silly joke for Jack to play on Marian and 
on her. 

“Don’t be afraid,” Jack teased her. “It’s only 
a cigarette-case—I thought it might be useful to 
you in that shape. Open it and give me a smoke, 
will your Press the trigger—that’s the way!” 

Marian obeyed and then sat staring down into 
the case; her breath exhaled in a sigh of rapture 
and she turned ecstatic eyes on Jean. 

“My ring, oh, my ring! Oh, Jack! Oh, 
Jeanie! The thing I wanted most in all the 
world!” 

It was the square diamond that the chauffeur- 
bandit had taken from her the time he had held 
herup. Jack winked at Jean and made the word, 
“Carden,” with his lips. 

When it was Jean’s turn, her mother whisked 
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the cloth off the chair where her gifts were 
waiting; a brown leather case caught her eye. 

“Sherlock Holmes was one of the best violin- 
ists in London!” teased her father, with his eyes 
on his cigar. His gift was a set of matched golf- 
clubs and Jack had given her a sport wrist- 
watch. Florrie, of course, gave her silk stock- 
ings and Celeste a set of Shakespeare beautifully 
bound in red leather. That would look nice on 
her book-shelf until she was old enough to read 
it! 

Marian had made her. a lounging robe of 
cerise*“‘to match your room at my house,” and 
Bill contributed cherry colored slippers to go 
with it. Even Tweedles had his greetings at- 
tached to a silver frame with his latest portrait 
in-it, a portrait in which his one tooth was fea- 
tured in a wide grin. Even Smuff, so Jack said, 
had commissioned Jack to buy a handsome new 
harness and leash of red leather; “selfish dog, 
I. calls him,” criticized Jack as. he put it on 
Smuff, “thinking only of himself and his good 
looks!” 

.To Smuff, any harness meant a walk, so Jean 
took the vain dog and Tweedles in his little 
sleigh and went out; it was good to get out in 
the clear crisp air for a little while out of the 
confusion. Flowers were arriving for Mother 
and Marian, cigars and cigarettes for Dad and 
the boys, mysterious packages for Celeste and 
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Florrie, tons of Christmas cards and boxes of 
candy and huge baskets of fruit. 

. Dad always brought some of the fruit and 
candy and flowers to the hospital, for Mrs. Ray 
insisted that they share their Christmas happi- 
ness with people less fortunate. 

When she returned after her walk, her father 
was screwing his new cap on his car with a good 
deal of pride. Jean gave Tweedles into the care 
of Verena and taking Smuff in her arms got into 
the car. There was a little difficulty, for Dad 
insisted that the pup give up the rubber teething- 
ring, which had been one gift to the. baby but 
which Smuff had taken for himself. He would 
not give it up, so they had to let him ride along 
with it sticking absurdly out of his mouth. 
There had been an exchange for Tweedles had 
taken a fancy to a rubber-bone that Florrie had 
brought for Smuff and was exercising his new 
tooth on it happily. 

“Christmas is wonderful, isn’t it, Dad 

Jean snuggled down in the warm robe as they 
sped along. 

“Tt’s the day that shows what we are, my kid,” 
answered her father who was unusually serious. 
“Just like life, Christmas is made of a lot of 
little things put together and each little thing 
can help make or spoil a pretty fine whole! 
Little things are the important things as you will 
see when you get old and wise like your Daddy!” 

This was a new thought for Jean and. coming 
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as it did from Dad, seemed pretty important. 
She had always wanted to do only big things— 
to be of great importance and prominence in the 
world—a great detective—a great actress—a 
great violinist; yet to-day when she was just Lit- 
tle Jean she was perfectly happy! She looked 
so serious that her father released one hand from 
the wheel to give her a little hug. 

“And one Little Thing made this a happier 
Christmas than usual for us all! You are a 
thoughtful child, dear little Jean!” 

This praise made Jean even happier and when 
they came home and found Flower and Tim 
and Mr. Carden with the others waiting dinner 
for them, she was doubly happy. At least she 
had done something to bring those three to- 
gether! 

There were more gifts from Flower and from 
Tim; Flower’s was an exquisite little pin, a 
group of forget-me-nots in blue enamel; “some- 
thing so you will know I have never forgotten 
how sweet you are to me.” Flower was nice 
when she wanted to be! 

Tim gave her a silver bracelet—‘‘a kind of 
handcuff,” he teased. 

They had a gay dinner; Tim and Jack were 
in the wildest spirits and Mr. Carden and Mr. 
Ray were both so clever and funny that the ladies 
of the party could do nothing but laugh. 
Tweedles joined in; after every peal of laughter 
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he contributed his own chuckle and that set them 
off again. 

Gee-gee and several of her brothers came over 
in the evening and there were Christmas games 
and fun until every one was tired out. Then 
Verena brought in Christmas punch and fruit- 
cake blazing and crowned with holly. Gee-gee 
was the only one able really to partake of the 
cake and she pronounced it as usual, “swell!” 

By the time the guests left, Jean was so tired 
she had barely enough energy to get undressed 
and into her pajamas before she fell asleep. The 
last thing she noticed was that Smuff was already 
asleep on his cushion with his precious teething- 
ring close beside him on his pillow, and the. last 
thing she thought of was how strange was the 
series of events that had led to the finding of 
the little White Princess of the mysterious Dark 
House. 


CHAPTER XX 
HOME 


“ |... but is it fair to Jean?” 

As Jean paused in the hall in her aimless 
search for amusement, she heard Marian’s voice 
from her mother’s room. Christmas was several 
days past and Jean had read until she was tired 
of it. The violin gave out only squawks in re- 
sponse to her untutored fingers. She had 
imagined that as soon as she touched it, smooth 
and beautiful melody would flow from it; evi- 
dently here, too, success was made up of little 
things! Jean stuck her head in her mother’s 
room, saying: ; 

“T heard my name, you two plotters! What 
were you saying?” , 

She curled up on the broad window-seat. 
Glancing out of the window, she saw that Flower 
and Gee-gee were having an energetic snow- 
fight with two of Gee-gee’s brothers and Carolyn 
—what fun they were having—and Gee-gee had 
not come over to ask her to play with them! 
Gee-gee seemed to have forgotten her the last 
three days! . 

“T wonder when Mr. Carden is coming back. 
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from Chicago?” Jean forgot that her mother 
and Marian had been talking about her. 

“In about a week,” Marian replied. “I do 
think it was so nice of Virginia’s mother to ask 
Flower to visit them until he comes back, but I 
think she will be glad when school starts again! 
‘Why don’t you go out and play with them, 
Jeane” . 

Jean did not want them to know how she felt 
at Gee-gee’s desertion so she said casually: 

“Maybe—after a while. Could I ask Flower 
to come to your house this afternoon, Marian? 
Gee-gee has to go to the dentist.” 

After Marian had said, “Of course,” Jean’s 
mother spoke to her seriously: _— 

“Jean, this is what we were talking about. It 
seems such a pity for a nice girl like Flower to 
have no home-life at all—just boarding-schools 
.and hotels. Jean, dear, Marian’s room is empty. 
Shall we ask Flower, to live here with us and go 
to school with you this winter? It would be just 
the thing for her, but you may not like it so well; 
think it over carefully before you decide.” 

Jean looked out the window; she saw a laugh- 
ing Flower with the color of health already in 
her cheeks; a Flower who had been so lonely and 
had so eagerly accepted Gee-gee’s impulsive in- 
vitation for the holidays. It would be fine for 
her, but how would it affect Jean, herself? She 
would no longer be the privileged only little girl 
of the family, and Flower was so selfish and 
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spoiled! She had already decided that Gee-gee 
belonged to her and she even acted sometimes as 
if she owned Smuff! 

Smuff, in one of his rare moods of quiet affec- 
tion, came up and put his head on Jean’s knee 
and looked up at her. Smuff would never give 
his heart to any one but Jean and it was the same 
way with everything else—to refuse to take 
Flower in would be selfish and jealous! 

“O.K., Mother; and she’ll like being near 
Timmy.” 

Tim was now working in Granville—he had 
given up his uniform but kept the motorcycle. 
Flower would never let Jean have that ride that 
she wanted, though, even if she stayed here. 
Flower wanted all of everything that was hers! 
What a change having Flower in the house 
would make! Jean thought with a pang of how 
she would have to alter all her familiar habits of 
life—Flower was selfish—perhaps Jean could 
cure her while she was here! Then Jean recog- 
nized that she felt pretty selfish herself and took 
Smuff for a good romp in the back yard. It 
still hurt about Gee-gee and she wanted to keep 
out of sight of the snow-revelers. 

That afternoon Jean and Flower stood at the 
attic window of Marian’s house and looked 
down at the Dark House. It looked more for- 
lorn than ever for the snow lay around it in 
unbroken wastes and the smokeless chimneys 
added to the desolation. Every living creature 
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had deserted it. Midget had been accommo- 
dated at the Hortons’ and Merkle was visiting 
her sister in Chicago. 

“There’s your tower, Flower,” Jean pointed 
out. “It does look like a mysterious castle-turret, 
doesn’t it?” . 

Flower had listened complacently to Jean’s 
tale of her fancy about the little White Princess. 
Now she was in softer mood; she did not look 
at Jean as she spoke but seemed absorbed in the 
corner of the cushion she was twisting. 

“Jean—I—I think you were wonderful. I 
wouldn’t be here at all, only for you—I’d be in 
some horrid old boarding-school—I will be 
there later on, of course, but I have to thank you 
for the good times I am having now!” 

“Flower—uh—now—Flower, my mother 
wants you to visit me this winter; you will have 
Marian’s room and we will go to Laurelton every 
day together—you and J—and—well, you and I 
—and Gee-gee.” 

To her consternation Flower burst into tears. 

“Oh, Jean! Oh, Jean!” was all she could say. 
Jean, embarrassed by this emotion, made a hasty 
departure; a cry from Tweedles was a handy 
excuse. 

If possible, Flower was more appreciative of 
the delights of Marian’s perfect little house than 
Jean was and they had a glorious afternoon in 
the kitchen. Bill and Jack and Tim would have 
had to have the appetites of six men to eat all 
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the concoctions that were prepared for their 
dinners! There were enough successes, with 
Marian’s help, to cover the few failures of the 
inexperienced cooks. 

The elders were all going to a dance and, to 
Jean’s disgust, Marian had invited Milla and 
Dale and Freddy Fleming, who were spending 
the holidays with their aunt, to spend the eve- 
ning with the two girls. They had just come 
from New York, and the boys talked of nothing 
but the fashionable Prep school they were soon 
to enter. 

“Father thinks we are getting spoiled,” 
laughed Dale in his usual superior fashion, 
“traveling so much. So we have to have this 
static winter to please him—what a bore!” 

He lighted a cigarette and seated himself be- 
side Flower. 

“T believe you’re the beautiful baby Jean was 
telling me about.” 

Flower assumed as haughty an expression as 
Dale himself. 

“T don’t allow callow youths to call me ‘baby.’ 
Perhaps you think you are too important for 
words, Dale Fleming, but you’re only a small- 
town boy after all. Granville is pretty unimpor- 
tant and if I cared for boys, which I don’t, I 
know plenty in. New York and Chicago and 
Paris and London!” 

- Jean was delighted; that should finish Dale! 
But instead of being annoyed at Flower he 
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seemed even more anxious to talk to her. Freddy 
and Milla were dancing a very elaborate tango 
to the music of the radio—showing off! 

~ ‘Deah me!” cried Flower, rising to her feet, 
“call that the tango! Look!” 

She pulled Jean to her feet and led her 
through a great number of elaborate steps, with 
a strength astonishing in so slight a girl—Jean 
acquitted herself very well—they had been doing 
Spanish steps in dancing-class. The humiliation 
of the Flemings was now complete; everything 
Jean had ever endured from Flower was made 
up in this glorious moment—never again could 
the Flemings patronize her! 

Dale began to exert himself to please Flower. 

“Tf remembered what Jean told me about a 
beautiful girl being at her school,” he said to 
Flower after the dance, “and I was talking about 
you in New York. We just got back from 
there.” 

“T know,” Flower returned wearily. “You've 
-only spoken about it about forty-seven times to- 
night; and we know that you sent last winter 
on the Riviera and the one before that at Palm 
Beach and all your summers at Southampton. 
I am surprised that you honor Granville with 
your presence at all!” 

Flower was talking as if Granville was her 
home town! 

“But listen,” Dale continued, “I want to tell 
you something. Mother had a tea one day at 


HOME 203 


our hotel in New York and she had a lot of 
famous people at it and one Of them was an 
actress from England. Dumont her name was, 
just like yours. Remember, Jean, when I told 
you what a pretty name I thought ‘Flower 
Dumont’ was?” 

And: Dale was the one that said it sounded 
like a five-cent cigar! 

“What did she look like, Daler” Flower ques- 
tioned. 

“Sort of pretty,” he answered, “not so young 
and made up a lot—but then everybody was. I 
got talking to her and told her I knew a girl 
named Dumont, too, and she asked me all about 
you—how old you were and what you were like 
and where you lived.” 

“Did you tell her that?” 

“Sure! Why not? She asked me about three 
times and then she wrote it down—just the town 
—I didn’t know just where you lived.” 

They got rid of the Flemings as soon as they 
could by pretending a great weariness. When 
they were gone Flower turned to Jean. Again 
she was nervous and pale and frightened. 

“Oh, Jean, what shall I do? Just as I was 
going to be so happy! Mother will start in 
training me for a dancer again and I don’t want 
to be a dancer—I want just to be a girl! I am 
afraid to tell Timmy—he hates her and she’ll 
take me away from him and from you all! Oh, 
if Grand-dad was only here! What shall I do?” 
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Jean felt that the situation was beyond her 
help. It was too bad that this had to happen 
when Flower was so happy here. Would the 
disastrous effects of her amatéur detective work 
never be finished? 


CHAPTER XXI 
A FRIEND AND A DOG” 


EAN came hurrying into the dining room 
J and slipped into her chair, Smuff establish- 

ing himself at her feet under the table, as 
usual. 

“Who was telephoning you?” inquired Florrie 
in an interested tone. 

To-morrow the holidays would be over and 
Florrie was going back to college. Jean was 
sorry, for Florrie and she had had so many nice 
times together this vacation. 

“It was Gee-gee,” Jean responded. “She 
wants me to come over and play ping-pong.” 

“But, dear child,” her mother remonstrated, 
“you just got home from there and you have 
been together all day and almost every day since 
Flower left.” 

““Gee-gee is a good kid,” Jean returned, suc- 
cessfully hiding her uneaten carrots from Jack’s 
teasing eye; “we have a lot of fun.” oo 

“Hey,” Jack turned to her; “how about that 
note I’m to give to Flower when I see them in 
Chicago? I had a note from Tim to-day and 
he said Flower was complaining that you never 
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“Flower will be back soon,” Jean returned, 
practically. “Marian telephoned me that.a 
whole big load of furniture went into the Dark 
House to-day.” 

“I’m crazy to see that place fixed up!” Flor- 
rie was always enthusiastic. “It’s terribly 
picturesque and Mrs. Dumont has bought every- 
thing for it in the period.” 

“Tn a dash, Flo, not in a period,” amended 
Jack. “I never saw a woman dash at things like 
Mrs. Dumont—or rather Mrs. Carden—Mrs. 
Dumont-Bennett-Carden to get it all in. Tim 
can handle her though and she just adores Tim!” 

“T am curious about this experiment,” specu- 
lated Jean’s father. ‘Do you suppose she really 
will settle down and make a home for them all, 
or is it just a notion? After the exciting life 
she has hdd I should think Granville would be 
pretty quiet.” 

“She wants a rest,” explained Mrs. Ray, “and 
she told me she just adored Granville—it’s so 
picturesque and she longs for peace and quiet 
and just to have Flower and Tim with her!” 

“Flower wrote me that they were having a 
wonderful time shopping in Chicago,” Jean 
added her information; “since her mother and 
grandfather patched it up why everybody liked 
everybody else and everything. I guess it was 
Tim that fixed it up. I knew he would. that 
night when he came home from the dance and 
Flower and I were waiting up to see him—the 
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night we stayed at Marian’s and the old Flem- 
ings got mad and went home early.” 

“Tim will appreciate a home,” said Jack, “‘and 
so will Flower; and I, for one, am glad that she 
is not going to join our family circle. I’m glad 
on my own account because she annoys me, and 
gladder on Jean’s account—I will be charitable 
to the absent lady and not say why—but gladdest 
-of all for Smuff—he just cannot bring himself 
to enjoy Midget’s company!” 

“And Pm glad, too,” said Celeste. “I saw 
Midget many a time look longingly with those 
wise green eyes at my bird! Midget is a dear 
cat, but I’d never know a minute’s peace if I 
thought he was living here.” 

Jean was secretly relieved herself, but happier 
in the thought of Flower’s happiness. In the 
spring the Dark House would be painted white, 
and, with the green shutters open, the empty 
rooms furnished, the garden put in order and the 
hedges trimmed, what a delightful house it 
would be! Flower’s grandfather was going to 
give up active work and write the book he had 
always wanted to, and with her mother there and 
Tim, things had turned out very delightfully for 
Flower! 

Gee-gee rang the doorbell just as they finished 
dinner. 

“T changed my mind,” she announced; “the 
boys wanted the ping-pong table so I thought 
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maybe I better come over here. I brought some 
chestnuts to roast.” 

The chestnuts took some time to roast but 
when they began, they disturbed Smuff a great 
deal. As one gave a great pop and jumped from 
the fire, he touched it gingerly with his paw and 
then yelped with pain. He slid it around the 
floor, growling at it as if scolding it for being 
so hot, and when it had cooled he ate it with a 
great deal of noise. 

As the two girls sat there in the firelight they 
grew reflective and silent. Finally Jean spoke: 

“Gee-gee, you don’t seem to be sorry that 
Flower is gone. Did you like her so terribly 
muche” 

Gee-gee stretched back from her floor-cushion 
to rest her back against a chair conveniently 
near. 

“Oh, she’s O.K., but sometimes she’s not so 
hot. But I’d rather. have you around, Jean. 
Lots rather than any other girl.” 

“You didn’t act like it!’ Jean kept her eyes 
on the chestnut she was peeling. “When Flower 
was here you didn’t seem to care whether you 
ever even saw me!” 

“Say, listen!’ Gee-gee sat up straight to ac- 
cuse her. “I had to play with somebody, didn’t 
TI? I couldn’t be bothered just having a little 
kid like Carolyn around, could I? And you 
didn’t care a rap about me nor no one else! All 
you wanted was reading your old books and 
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mooning around by yourself! J didn’t know 
whether you didn’t like me any more or whether 
you were growing up!” 

‘Gee-gee’s voice broke but she covered it with 
a cough. 

“Gee, Jean,” she said earnestly, “I’d just have 
died if I thought you were going to grow up 
without me!” 

Jean laughed to hide her own emotion. Smuff 
was standing regarding a newly fallen chestnut 
with distant suspicion and respect. Jean pulled 
him to her and held him close. 

“No, Gee-gee,” decided Jean, “I don’t want. 
to grow up yet. I’m like Smuff; I tried it and 
I got my paws burned! I just want to stay a 
girl as long as I can, because it’s fun! Don’t 
you think that just being a girl is pretty exciting, 
Gee-gee? Who wants to grow up? Not me!” 


THE END 
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To Parents 


OUR NAME IS 
A RELIABLE GUIDE TO 
GOOD BOOKS 


OU want to be sure of the 

character of the books 
your boys and girls read. 
When you see our name, 
Cupples & Leon Company, 
printed on a book, you can’ 
rest ‘assured that it is a fit 
book for them in every way, 
that the reading matter is 
clean, interesting, inspiring 
and educational. 
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JOSEPHINE LAWRENCE 
Stories for Girls 


Illustrated and beautifully bound in 
cloth, with colored tops and jackets. 


$1.00 per volume 


A fascinating group of stories for young 
girls, each complete in itself, these books will 
ayaken the fancy and stimulate the ambition 
oftall readers. To do one’s best in work and 
play, always with due regard to the comfort 
and welfare of others is the inspiring keynote 
of these volumes. Miss Lawrence's stories have 
won an ever-widening circle of admirers, and 
deservedly so, for her stories have the vigor 
and realism so necessary in this day. 


WIND’S IN THE WEST — Three city girls. inherit a farm in the West 
where they run into adventure. 


CHRISTINE — The story of a girl who always keeps an agreement when 
she makes one. . 


[LENNA — Two orphans, Glenna and her beautiful elder -sister, are the 
heroines of this lovely story. 


|) ROSEMARY — Her two sounger sisters help in complicating as well as 


untangling Rosemary Willis’ problems. » 
RAINBOW HILL — Further adventures of Rosemary and the Willis family 
in a country summer home. 


ROSEMARY AND THE PRINCESS — Complications enter the Willis 
household when the “Princess” arrives. 


THE BERRY PATCH — The Berry family house got its nickname because 


of its exciting atmosphere. 


NEXT DOOR NEIGHBORS — Adventure and fun run a race in this tale 
about neighbors. 


JOYOUS PEGGY — By Lillian G. Copp. The enthusiasm of a young girl 


changes the entire life of a town. 


CUPPLES & LEON COMPANY 


Publishers New York 
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